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Choreography as Critical Practice1
The Outline

In recent years an increasing amount of choreographers, inspired and activated by a skepticism of the dance market’s dominating commercially-oriented production and presentational forms, have set themselves in search of other ways of working, striving on the way to (re)discover new or forgotten body concepts as well as forms of staging and perception, and aiming to use these forms as part of a critical practice. This self-reflective form of choreographic practice questions the “doings of one’s own” and the conditions of these doings, conditions in this case meaning the predominant ways of working and perceiving or receiving. This critical practice is formulated as a resistance against taken-for-granted practices, expectations, opinions and institutions in order to bring to light the potential of one’s own field of work and influence, a potential yet unknown or forgotten. The goal of this critical plan of action is to change, from inside out, dance and theater’s try-out field of representation by use of this field’s already inherent possibilities, in other words, to change the function through use.

An episode of the progressively more visible internal reflection upon the artistic process would be an exhibition or a presentation, a showing of one’s own work. Today, the process of choreography stands more and more within the center of interest, in place of choreographic works, or the result of artistic work. The work which is normally confined to the studio becomes staged as presentation (and not as work-in-progress), ultimately exhibiting the process of the work through the process of presentation. One’s own doings are released and exposed to criticism while being handled in this shared situation.

In relation to this, forms of presentation and artistic self-definition undergo change. Decreasingly standardized and increasingly open situations, open in the sense of time and space, are formed on-site, integrating the audience absolutely into the artistic happening rather than allowing the audience to simply take part in a performance for a limited time. Here, the choreographer does not function primarily as the author of a work. Instead, the choreographer becomes a researcher who questions the conditions of her/his own work and shares these reflections with the audience, as part of a collective of acting individuals (not only professional dancers) who are self-directed. Despite criticism, some choreographers define this artistic research explicitly within terms of the dance context (not reduced to only their field of influence) because this context forms the frame and the primary point of reference for their work. Some prefer the always-in-formulation contexts of choreography, theater or performance, and then again, others define themselves not at all through an artistic discipline, rather much more through the practice of questioning, seeking and researching. The many possible ways of working, which differ considerably, are positioned at the same point by their critique. Work processes already have enough of the continuing series, or the repeated and excessively worked-on, or the exhausting lengthy performance. These forms only resist every fathomable idea of bodily and economic efficiency. Experiment, research or improvisation serve as methods, whereas market-code-following, product-oriented creation does not. As opposed to the classical model of the artist and its consumer, strategic organizations such as collectives, forums and networks are being chosen, organizations which reach beyond the predominant one-way-street situation of the proscenium stage. Ultimately, work tactics such as unpredictable intervention or deliberate and purposeful self-irritation are employed in order to question a logic which is usually based on stability and homogeneity. Such unusual working methods demand, of course, special structures. Whatever does not fit within the theater or festival business for reasons of time or space falls through the framework of the market and is, therefore, often damned to invisibility – although this is a status which is sometimes chosen by choreographers themselves and employed in order to try to criticize current patterns from inside out. We must thank, therefore, risk-taking programmers for helping to realize and at least providing a small public for works like Xavier Le Roy’s Project, Thomas Lehmen’s Schreibstück (Writing Piece), Boris Charmatz’ educational project BOCAL and die incidents® of  the frankfurter küche (FK).

The Projects

Project by Xavier Le Roy is the continuation and ending of his project series, E.X.T.E.N.S.I.O.N.S. The series was a methodological experiment which, within a series of arranged attempts, researched the fundamental parameters of dance, thereby trying to cross the wires of theory and practice, and movement and reflection. The project, initiated in 1998, was established in the form of a continuous series which took place in various locations all over Europe. Le Roy researched the relationship between product and production in cooperation with dancers, choreographers, fine artists and theorists. His intention was to present the production process of a choreography as a product. Since ist conception E.X.T.E.N.S.I.O.N.S. has presented itself in the most different kinds of forms: as workshop presentation, colorful evening with works of the individual participants, scenographic citation as part of the lecture performance Product of Circumstances, training camp and E.X.T.E.N.S.I.O.N.S. workshop as a piece. Now, a final version theater evening is planned for September 2003 Under the titel, Project, which will go on tour after premiering. 

Thomas Lehmen’s Schreibstück is a book with a script for a choreography, upon the base of which have emerged a number of works since its release. Fulfilling the function of the author, Lehmen wrote a score and passed it on to three different choreographers who each sought out for themselves three dancers on behalf of Lehmen in order to produce a staging from the draft. Starting at the point of delegation, Lehmen himself had therefore no influence upon the realization and result of the score. The first three versions of Schreibstück had their world premiere in the form of a canon in Berlin in August 2002. Meanwhile, there are six new versions alongside the three original ones. Further versions are now being planned. Some will be presented individually and some will be presented in variable arrangements as a canon. Lehmen’s concept (not the concrete result) of a written and distributed piece, a concept and practice common and current to dramatic literature, was either ignored or sharply attacked by the dance scene, which criticised the score as hindering a more free interpretation by the commissioned choreographers and performing dancers. This reaction shows how extremely  the discourse on authorship is dominated by the fashionable, visible absence thereof.

The frankfurter küche (FK) was founded in autumn 2001 as a self-sufficient and independent label. The goal of the group is to incite an encounter between different working methods which would not have themselves forced into the stiff corset of current production structures. As opposed to working methods in artist collectives, theater ensembles or dance companies, the FK tries not to fix itself from the beginning on upon certain work formats, rather to develop critical and project-related work forms through numerous overlappings of theorie and practice. Accordingly, FK organises and produces two kinds of work: incidents®, meaning performances, lectures, readings, discussions and medien/material®, meaning audio, video and text publications. Since the beginning the public’s reaction to the open concept of the label has been characterized with skepticism, because it prevents and blocks attempts of categorization and evokes in producers a fear of theory-overload while triggering the accusation among theorists that the concept is non-scientific. 

The educational project, BOCAL which was initiated by Boris Charmatz attempts to research the structures and methods of dance education with the perspective of artistic practice. With this goal in mind, Charmatz invited over a period of a year a group of fourteen people (amateurs as well as professionals or dancers, musicians, authors and actors who are still undergoing education) with whom he has been working since the summer of 2003. The goal of the project is to design an alternative educational model which should not only produce good dancers, but also articulate, mature and critically thinking artists. As an effect of such a model, the predominating, contemporary choreographic practice becomes more fair than existing educational curriculum with its focus on technique and virtuosity. Consistently, he tries to persue this process with the intensity of an artistic creation and without the guidelines of specific work modes. He goes, therefore, even one step further back compared to the above mentioned choreographers, in that he questions the conditions and foundation of artistic praxis.

The Consequences

The dance studies, which are seldom available in Germany and therefore necessarily focused upon one’s own establishment, has yet paid little attention to choreography as critical practice as it is here described. To do just this appears to be, however, exceptionally necessary in order to reflect upon the consequences of each possible way of working on the staging of body and movement, upon the perception of a choreography as well as upon the forms of practice which react to the choreography, meaning journalistic critique and scientific discourse. The shifting of focus from works to a shared production and reception process which is part of the performance  situation has a long line of further effects which are to be only shortly sketched here: 

On the level of dance an evident fading-away of dance itself prevails. Contemporary dance becomes less and less danced in the usual sense. Admittedly, this tendency within dance history is no singular occurence - here mentioned would be only the minimalism of American 1960’s postmodern dance. In addition, due to the explicit self-reflexiveness in contemporary dance, comes a tendency to shift from the radical negation of virtuosic or coded movement to a negativity, meaning a more introverted experimental handling of the in-question convention of dance. Instead of exposing the determined nature of the body in dance, contemporary researcher-choreographers activate the effective methodological and theoretical fields of experimentation as artistic supplies in game-like ways, simultaneously waking in the viewer the desire to reflect and perceive by turning their gaze away from the dancing body and toward the composition of the choreography.  

Presently this negativity in contemporary choreographies can be positively determined based on the absence of the dancing body. Choreography as written arrangement of the body in space and time transforms from a readble dance notation to an experienced occurrence or something ”that shows (itself) and gives (itself) before something is certified or identified ’as’ something.”2 Choreography  happens as moving bodily texture, the length and structure of which is no longer defined by the movement of the body in time and space, rather by the materiality and process of the choreography. That which is exposed to the viewer from the stage is, therefore, no longer a dance of the body, rather much more a kind of inner dancing of the choreography, a bodily and process oriented becoming of the choreographic structure which is intrinsically related to the movements of thinking. The possibility is offered and presented to the viewer to overlap a bodily way of thinking with the choreographic texture within the processes of perception and reflection. The choreographies are, even in their negativity and self-reflection, fundamentally conceptual in nature while reaching beyond much conceptual art, because the basic concepts of these choreographies do not stay completely abstract. The concepts are able to be experienced by viewers as part of a sensible intelligible act of reception. For the perception of these choreographies this means that the decoding of a choreography (in the sense of written dance) is replaced by an aesthetic experience of the event of the moving text-body. What arises is the ”turning point of a relation”3: the direction of art no longer flows from artist to recipient, on the contrary, it flows from the recipient, meaning the presence of the Other (in the case of theater, the presence of the viewer) forces the artist to answer. The viewer takes on a responsibility for the given situation which would not even emerge if she/he were not present. In addition, the perception of the viewer adopts an introspective dimension, as the viewer in the face of the reflexivity of the performance is thrown back into their own perception, thereby being encouraged to an active stance of perception. Just as the choreographers question their own doings, the audience questions its own perception. In an ideal case a shared ”metareflection” arises which in the face of the emerging choreography is undertaken through ”thought movements”. The two-sided self-reflexiveness locks production and reception together as accomplices into one relationship, in that both sides take part simultaneously and sometimes of equal measure in the production of senses and knowledge.

In terms of theoretical discourse, this results in a shifting from a theorizing of dance to a metatheory, or a theorizing of dance theory itself. Therefore, choreography as critical practice does not merely question itself. It demands something of the vis-à-vis, meaning the related journalistic criteria and the predominant scientific discourses. Choreography as critical practice disputes theory and the place of dance discourse which theory produces, in that it makes use of its own work through reflection and produces with the cooperation of the audience a knowledge of one’s own doings. Artistic practice gives journalistic and scientific practices (which rely upon art as the significant Other) the impulse to reconsider the mechanics of its own doings and to examine its own plan of action. If this challenge were to be taken up from the sides of journalistic critique and theory, the result (in the most ideal utopian case) would not be senseless quarrelling over competence or a merchandising of the scientific nature of art, rather, it would be a structural transformation which could lead to the emergence of a community researching body which arises from the interdependent yet usually seperate fields of art, discourse and critique. The goal of such desirable forums of exchange between critics, theorists and practicians, who must still locate their place beyond or between the delineated territories of journalism, theater or university, would be to confront models of working and thinking and to examine possibly related operations.
1 Extract from a dissertation draft with the working-title, “Choreography as Critical Practice: Choreographic Working Methods in Contemporary Dance and their Effect on Staging, Perception and Theoretical Discourse”
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