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Abstract  

Rendering capable through dissensus and disturbance: An investigation in group 

improvisation, by Ben McEwen. 

Beginning from an interest in how dissensus and disturbance might be used as the 

basis for contemporary dance group improvisation practices, an interest that 

stemmed from concerns about climate change and politics, I undertook studio-based 

exploration with a group of nineteen participants. We drew on aikido, contact Gonzo, 

contact improvisation and David Zambrano’s Passing Through, and the writings of 

Donna Haraway, Anna Tsing, Beth Dempster and Félix Guattari to develop a 

collection of open-ended practices, passing the practices between us in a process 

modelled on Haraway’s string figures. There was an emphasis on touch-based 

connections involving pushing, pulling, colliding and sticking, which we practised 

through playful antagonism, rendering one another increasingly capable of response-

ability to disturbances. Care was given to creating a working environment in which 

participants were able to act with a high level of agency and that their interests and 

contributions were valued. The outcome of the project was the collectively owned 

practices, a forty-minute sharing titled Cascades and this written document. 
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Introduction  

I wanted to explore acting both within a group and as a group in the presence of 

dissensus and disturbance. The exploration was practice-based, in this case 

‘practice’ being forming a group, and dancing and discussing together to develop a 

collection of group improvisation practices (a physical model) in dialogue with 

existing literature and practices in dance, and literature from ecology and the 

humanities. 

 

This document is a record of and reflection on the physical practices and working 

environment developed; discussing their influences, placing this project in context 

with other improvisation practices and discussing the process and outcomes through 

my own experiences and feedback from the participants. 

 

My interest in dissensus and disturbance stems from concerns about current 

political, social and ecological events, including the deep divisions the population 

and political parties of the United Kingdom are currently facing regarding our 

membership of the European Union, the strategies of certain politicians worldwide of 

making near constant inflammatory provocations and the increasingly tangible 

disturbances of human-driven climate change on weather, ecosystems and 

societies.  

 

Dance and movement are the fields where I feel I can best articulate myself, so this 

project was in part seeing how my practices as a dancer and wider-world concerns 

might inform one another, rather than making a dance ‘about’ these concerns, or 

separating them from the dance part of my life.  

 

In light of personal experiences working as a dancer, the stories of peers and wider 

movements within the arts and beyond1 I was concerned about leading and 

participating in this project with an inclusive, non-authoritarian, non–exploitative 

ethics that prioritised the participants wellbeing and valued them as people and 

artists. 

 
1 Such as #metoo and the work of organisations such as Engagement Arts in 
Belgium, working to bring greater visibility and accountability to working practices 
within dance. 
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Unless you were at the sharing of Cascades or have spent time with us in the studio 

working on these practices, I would recommend taking a look at the video of 

Cascades2, with the viewing notes (Appendix 1) before reading further. I will try to 

describe the movements and principles developed in the studio and used in 

Cascades, but seeing them yourself will hopefully give you a richer impression of the 

physicality developed; one that is not limited and mediated by the language I have 

chosen to use.   

 

Definitions 

For clarity I will refer to the overall project as this project or this research, noting that 

it was an open-ended process without the aim to prove any particular hypothesis.  

The physical aspect of this project is a growing collection of related and continuously 

developing practices that together constitute a physical model.  

 

I will use the term physical model to denote a practice in which certain principals can 

be explored, rather than represented. An example is Contact Improvisation (CI)3. 

Steve Paxton claims CI can be seen as a physical model which possibilities arising 

from the “synergistic effect” of consensus between two people can be explored (as 

cited in Benoit, 1997, p. 17). Paxton claims that physical models can feed back into 

wider life, proposing CI as a model providing an alternative to wider-world structures 

that require winners and losers, for example elective democracy (p. 21). It was 

outside the scope of this project to really judge if and how the physical model created 

might feed back into the wider world, but I tried to keep such potential connections in 

mind. 

 

Group improvisation practices refers to ones involving dance, rather than a more 

expanded definition.  

 

 
2 Submitted as Appendix 8, and available at www.benmcewen.co.uk 
3 Contact Improvisation is a movement practice initiated by Steve Paxton and others 
in the 1970s (Contact Editions, 1997; Novack, 1990). One way to define it would be 
that it “utilizes physical laws of friction, momentum, gravity and inertia to explore the 
relationship between dancers” (Early & Lansley, 2011, p. 192)  
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Participants’ words 

I have used a randomly assigned letter to identify each participant consistently 

(Participant A, Participant B, etc.) and will refer to them in the gender neutral third 

person. English is not the first language of some participants but to preserve their 

voice I have avoided corrections within quotes, unless necessary for clarity. Full 

participant responses are in Appendix 2.  

 

Context of project 

The physical context of the project is contemporary dance group improvisation, 

touch-based dance forms and the martial art aikido4. Contemporary dance group 

improvisation is a wide field that has been developed by numerous artists and 

teachers through performances, as training tools and as community activities. 

Specific lineages I draw on are David Zambrano’s Passing Through (PT), contact 

Gonzo’s development/rupture of CI and CI more generally.  

 

Aikido 

For this project I drew on two decades study of aikido. In aikido (and other martial 

arts) there is method of training by taking it in turns to be the one who receives the 

technique and is thrown or immobilised (in aikido this person is called the uke). In my 

understanding the role of the uke is not to passively receive the technique, nor to 

block any possibility of the technique being executed, rather provide an appropriate 

challenge by introducing variations in timing, spacing, alignment and/or intention; to 

disagree in a way that renders the other capable of an appropriate response to that 

situation, rather than preconceived responses or ones that worked in other 

situations. I appreciate there is an underlying consensus; to practice aikido safely, 

however I believe there can be value in physical models, despite their limitations. I 

see the practice of aikido as one example of a physical model for how we might act 

in situations where there is dissensus, learn about how we react when disturbed, and 

through taking the role of the uke also learn to be a disturbance ourselves.  

 
4 Aikido is a Japanese martial art developed in the first half of the 20th Century by 
Morihei Ueshiba, influenced by earlier traditional martial arts. It has an emphasis on 
harmonizing with an attack and redirecting any force in such a way as to protect both 
the attacker and attacked. 
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Contact Improvisation 

When working with dance and touch it is difficult to escape referencing CI. CI was a 

shared reference for many of the participants in this project. When developing CI 

Paxton was influenced by his experience of aikido (1976/1997, p. 56) and claims CI 

as both a continuation of aikido research and a rupture from it (as cited in Benoit, 

1997, p. 17). Similarly I see this project as a continuation of certain elements of CI 

and a critique of some of its central assumptions.  

 

contact Gonzo5 

The performance art group contact Gonzo was formed in 2006 by Masaru Kakio and 

Yuya Tsukahara. Their movement language draws from CI (Tsukahara, 2011, 

response to question 5) but also incorporates rough playfighting, props and set. 

While I feel there are similarities between this project and the work of contact gonzo 

there are some important differences; contact Gonzo’s movement vocabulary sits 

much closer to fighting and violence than the outcome of our practices and 

specifically rejects dance aesthetics (Tsukahara, 2011, response to question 6). As 

with CI, contact Gonzo provides an example of a practice that draws from both 

dance and martial arts (Tsukahara, 2011, response to question 5). 

 

Guattari: The three ecologies 

My initial interest in dissensus came from Félix Guattari’s book The three ecologies 

(2000). He claims that collective action is required for the kinds of projects and 

changes needed to prevent catastrophic damage in the three ecologies of the title; 

social ecology, mental ecology and environmental ecology, but that “Rather than 

looking for a stupefying and infantalizing [sic] consensus, it will be a question in the 

future of cultivating a dissensus” (p. 50, emphasis in original). I was interested in 

what group improvisation incorporating dissensus might be like, how dissensus 

might not be a barrier to collective action but rather something for it to be based on. 

In my experience of various group improvisation practices there often seems to be 

 
5 contact Gonzo formats their name in several ways (e.g. CONTACT GONZO and 
Contact Gonzo). In this text I will use “contact Gonzo”, as this is used on their 
website http://contactgonzo.blogspot.com/ and their YouTube profile.   
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an implicit or explicit aim of finding consensus. Flocking would be one example of 

this. At its most simple flocking is when a group all faces the same direction and 

each individual copies the person at the front. Considered as a physical model I 

question the ethics of its (and some other practices) wider world implications, for 

example while it can contain minor variations and interpretations it seems unable to 

contain differences (let alone generate movement from them) and who has agency 

at any given moment is decided through the structure, rather than by the 

participants. 

 

Haraway: Staying with the trouble 

In her book Staying with the trouble (2016) Donna Haraway introduces many 

interrelated concepts, some of which I used. Firstly, and already mentioned in 

relation to aikido, is the idea of rendering-capable of response-ability, of cultivating in 

others the ability to respond (pp. 34 – 36). Haraway draws from several authors in 

her use of these terms6 but I was particularly interested in Haraway’s specific linking 

of response-ability and disturbance, she notes that the word ‘trouble’ derives from an 

old French verb, one meaning of which is ‘disturb’ (p. 1). She says “We […] live in 

disturbing times, mixed up times, troubling and turbid times. The task is to become 

capable, with each other in all our bumptious kinds, of response” (p. 1). 

 

A second concept from Haraway is her figuration of string figures or cat’s cradles; 

“Relays, string figures, passing patterns back and forth, giving and receiving, 

patterning, holding the unasked-for pattern in one’s hands, response-ability; that is 

core to what I mean by staying with the trouble in serious multispecies words (2016, 

p. 12). String figures became the model for the physical practices we developed. 

Haraway notes that string figuring is sympoietic (2016, p. 34), drawing on Beth 

Dempster’s work. 

 

Dempster: sympoietic systems 

A key heuristic in guiding this project was Beth Dempster’s definitions of sympoietic 

(making-with) and autopoietic (self-making) systems (2000). These are opposite 

 
6 Including David Barash, Anna Tsing and Vinciane Despret (Haraway, 2016, p. 38; 
p. 175) 
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ends of a continuum, rather than discrete definitions (p. 1). Sympoietic systems are 

“collectivity-producing systems that do not have self-defined spatial or temporal 

boundaries. Information and control are distributed among components. The 

systems are evolutionary and have the potential for surprising change" as contrasted 

with autopoietic systems  which are “"self producing" autonomous units "with spatial 

or temporal boundaries that tend to be centrally controlled, homeostatic, and 

predictable"” (Dempster as cited in Haraway, 2016, p. 33). Further differences are 

presented in Table 1.  

 

Dempster proposes this model as suitable for describing complex systems, 

specifically ecosystems, but also social, cultural and political systems. Relevant to 

this project she also claims that it can help see interconnections between these 

different systems and that this understanding can lead to more “appropriate human 

behaviour” (2000, pp. 1 - 2). 

 

The kinds of systems I was modelling tended to be sympoietic in nature. In an 

autopoietic system dissensus could only be a representation of itself and any 

disturbance would be top-down, rather than the ability being distributed throughout 

the group. Comparing the practices to the sympoietic model as they developed 

allowed me to see if while directing the process I was becoming too controlling, or if 

the development of a practice was relying too much on my input, leading to a simpler 

system more autopoietic in nature. And likewise the model allowed me to look for 

certain emergent features of the practices that might otherwise go unnoticed, for 

example that most of the practices did not have an inherent temporal trajectory; they 

could potentially continue indefinitely. 
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Table 1: Comparison of poietic system characteristics  

 

Tsing: Disturbance 

I drew on Anna Tsing’s use of the ecological term disturbance in her work The 

mushroom at the end of the world (2015) which explores the connections between 

the valuable matsutake mushroom (which grows best in forests that have been 

disturbed by humans) to wider capitalist systems. She notes that disturbance lacks a 

clear objective definition saying “disturbance refers to an open-ended range of 

unsettling phenomena. Where is the line that marks off too much? With disturbance, 

this is always a problem of perspective, based, in turn, on ways of life” (p. 161) but 

that broadly “Disturbance is a change in environmental conditions that causes a 

pronounced change in an ecosystem. […] Disturbance opens the terrain for 

transformative encounters, making new landscape assemblages possible” (p. 160). It 

is this definition of disturbance and its enabling of new assemblages that I drew on, 

rather disturbance’s connotations of destruction or pain7. Tsing notes “Humanists, 

 
7 If ‘disturbance’ has too strong connotations, other ways of naming what we were 
exploring could be: offering problems or complications, initiating or redirecting 

Note: From “Sympoietic and autopoietic systems: A new distinction for self-organizing 
systems”, by B. Dempster, 2000, p .7. Retrieved from https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org 
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not used to thinking with disturbance, connect the term with damage. But 

disturbance, as used by ecologists, is not always bad” (p. 160).  

 

Within the practices we both explored receiving disturbances, reorganising and 

reassembling in response to them and giving and, as mentioned in Aikido, being 

disturbances ourselves, focussing on how disturbance could allow us to make more 

appropriate and finer-tuned responses. Rather than disturbance always being the 

specific motivation of an action or task (as it is for the uke in aikido) I was also 

interested in how disturbances can happen though the interaction of multiple aims, 

perspectives and strategies, in other words dissensus. 

 

Zambrano: Passing Through 

Passing Through (PT) is a group improvisation structure created by David Zambrano 

that builds from walking into a more open improvisation using a specific set of 

principles. The structure emphasises whole-group awareness, a fluid, fast and 

adaptable physicality, and curved movements and pathways (Zambrano, n.d., paras. 

6 - 7). Several participants of this project and I have experience of PT. 

 

Zambrano notes the influences of complex biological systems on PT (n.d., para. 1). 

PT, as well as providing a model of a partially sympoietic dance system (see 

Dempster: sympoietic systems), also provided a model for bridging the gap between 

working in duets or trios and group practice. Although there are frameworks for 

practicing CI in larger groups (e.g. Nancy Stark Smith’s Underscore (Koteen & 

Smith, 2008)), it remains primarily a duet form. Zambrano notes that PT works to get 

“the group to fit tight together, yet always keeping doors open for the unpredictable” 

(n.d., para. 2). However, as a structure strongly connected to Zambrano’s teaching I 

feel there is a limit as to how sympoietic PT can be considered. While within the 

structure there are many sympoietic characteristics, seeing it in a wider context 

raises questions such as how distributed agency is amongst practitioners or how 

open to new information it is, contradictions I attempt to address in this project. 

 
events, exploring the effects of one’s agency on others or questioning habits and 
decisions.  
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Taleb: Antifragile  

In Antifragile (2012) Nassim Nicholas Taleb introduces the concept of antifragility, 

which is “beyond resistance or robustness. The resilient resists shocks and stays the 

same; the antifragile gets better” (p. 3) and notes this is a key feature of enduring 

complex (particularly living) systems (pp. 3-4). The concept of antifragility provides a 

further link between Dempster’s sympoietic systems (which are “open to new and 

different information” and “ok with surprise” (2000, p. 7)) and Tsing’s definition of 

disturbance as a transformative event. Antifragility implies it is not desirable to be 

undisturbable, but rather to have the qualities that allow disturbance to be integrated 

positively into the system in a non-destructive manner, a feature that would sit 

comfortably at the sympoietic end of Dempster’s spectrum, as well as relating to the 

key philosophy in aikido of using uke’s attack against them. 

 

Note 

A potential mismatch between the human-centric practices that both inform and are 

the outcome of this project and much of the literature influencing this project is the 

latter’s concern with interspecies and multispecies-environment relationships. By 

contributing to an understanding of how certain principals might be experienced 

socially, somatically and performatively I hope that this physical model could in 

further exploration be integrated into or inspire multispecies and environmental 

movement and dance practices. 

 

Process of exploration 

I undertook practical, studio-based exploration with the collaboration of nineteen 

dancers. An open call-out (Appendix 5) requested participants that had a “fair 

amount of dance experience, or who are currently in full-time dance training” 

(Appendix 5). I relied on the applicants to self-assess their suitability. The group 

consisted of five students and two recent graduates from Higher Education dance 

courses and twelve professional dancers. Involving professional dancers and 

students in Higher Education allowed a depth and safety of the exploration due to 

their skills. A further development could involve other groups. 
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We held 15 two-hour sessions8 over two months and a forty-minute sharing for the 

assessment. Participation was organised so that participants could attend as many 

of the sessions as they wanted or were able to. Having a pool of nineteen 

participants ensured a turnout of five or more participants at most of the sessions, 

enough to feel we were researching group improvisation. Depth of research was 

helped by the commitment of the group, with eleven of the participants attending 

eight or more sessions.  

 

This format was both a practical consideration (it can be difficult to accommodate 

dancers’ varied schedules) and it also allowed the practices to become the kind of 

string figures that Haraway uses as a figuration – practices that “propose and enact 

patterns for participants to inhabit” (2016, p. 10) that are passed back and forth 

without each player necessarily having to know exactly what the last move was in 

order to be able to respond to it (pp. 9–16).  

 

For me, planning a practice is always to risk missing the value and potential 

directions of what emerges though the practice and the synergy of the group, so 

throughout all aspects of the project attention and value was given to emergent 

practices, those unforeseeable on the outset and realised only through doing. 

 

My role 

In keeping with a sympoietic model, rather than my role being that of ‘the disturber’ I 

aimed to invite all the participants to feel able to disturb what was going. This way we 

could all cultivate response-ability to changing conditions, and my role was not that 

of an experimenter inflicting tests on ‘my’ subjects. To do this required keeping a 

balance of me coming with initial ideas and then directing the project, alongside the 

more collaborative process of participants bringing their own interests and ideas and 

for their input to shape the direction of the project.  

 

 
8 Inspired by musicians’ use of the word “session” to denote time spent practising, 
recording and informal performances. For this project the word “rehearsal” felt too 
linked with the process of making a performance.  
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One way I hoped to balance this and to facilitate a more distributed agency was to 

put the emphasis on researching principals of moving and relating, rather than 

specific, set movements (although we did use these to practice certain principals). 

That way participants could explore many manifestations of those principals. 

Participant D noted they experienced the “right balance between allowing a breadth 

of experiences to co-exist in the room and trusting the dancers, while aiming to 

practice something quite specific” (Appendix 2, lines 10-12). 

 

Sometimes I took part in the physical work and other times I observed, giving me 

both an understanding from the inside of the practice and the opportunity to notice 

things that were less obvious while doing. Participants were also encouraged to 

observe when they wished.  

 

Throughout the project I reflected on what was happening, both during and after the 

physical practices, through discussion with and feedback from the participants, and 

by reviewing material on film. The observations of what was or was not happening 

was fed into subsequent practices. This gradually formed and shaped the collection 

of practices. Throughout the process I took notes and filmed parts of some sessions. 

Participants provided feedback through notebooks (Appendix 3) and an interview 

after the sharing (Appendix 2).  

 

Outcomes 

 

Outcome 1: Working environment and the practices 

As a freelance dancer I am aware of the amount of work still to be done to create 

working environments that acknowledge dancers as highly skilled artists and that 

empower them to bring the wealth of their experience and their own interests into the 

process if they wish, without the situation becoming exploitative. In thinking how to 

nurture such working conditions I was inspired by Jenny Roche’s essay 

Disorganising principles (2015). Roche sums up the life of a dancer: 

They live fragmented lineages that are interrupted and redirected as they 
traverse between various projects led by different choreographers or the 
same choreographer pursuing different creative goals. As contemporary 
dance continues to reconceive ways of moving, the dominant lineages of 
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dance training are less useful as reference points through which dancers can 
recalibrate bodily activity and thus rebalance. (p. 253) 

 

Although it should always be a priority, as this project was concerned with 

developing new ways of moving in relation to others, often in a way that could 

potentially be felt as confrontational or manipulative, I was especially concerned with 

ensuring a good working environment; one that would not only not cause any mental 

or physical harm, but could potentially support the participants’ wider lives as 

dancers. Against this I tried to keep in mind the risk of becoming parentalist9 or the 

project being directed overtly towards therapeutic goals10. 

 

Roche notes that not only do dancers have to discover new insights and movement 

possibilities but they then have to “inhabit the uncertainty of this position” (2015, p. 

258). She suggests relief from this could come from tools “that enable the dancer to 

situate her/himself within a continuity of dancing practice and that repair the 

relationship to the body's flow” (p. 258). A continuity of our practice came from the 

consistent format of the sessions, by working on most of our practices within every 

session and by sticking with a few lines of exploration rather constantly introducing 

new elements or abandoning old ones. This way practices were done regularly by 

participants and built up gradually. I also incorporated movements such as walking 

or full-bodied pushing that might counter any physical disorganisation. 

 

Participant R enjoyed that: 

New forms and trajectories are proposed, skills and scores mutate, evolve, 
take on new meanings, this is all very exciting but only however I believe if 
there is a reference point, a place in which to return to, a stable and rigorous 
foundation. This practice allowed for this flexibility […]. (Appendix 2, lines 88 - 
92) 

 

Roche describes how a dancer might approach their own agency: 
 

 
9 A trope of choreographer-dancer relationships, epitomised in the way 
choreographers will often refer to ‘my dancers’ (Ellis, 2018, p. 52). 
10 For example Mark Pritchards’ criticism of CI as becoming too intertwined with New 
Age holistic health movements to continue to be considered an art form (1997, p. 
71). 
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Perhaps dancing agency could be defined as the possibility to remain fluid, 
engage a global bodily intelligence and anticipate the unexpected within the 
uncertain environment of performance and the longer-term unpredictability of 
how each new choreographer [fellow participant] might ask the dancer to 
organise or disorganise their corporeality. (2015, p. 262) 

 

Which, with the substitution of “fellow participant” instead of “choreographer”, is also 

an apt description for the bodily and mental state that these practices developed and 

required - an example of a physical model having potential wider-world implications. 

Longer term follow-up interviews would be required to confirm if involvement in this 

project has led to participants acting on such a connection. 

 

Participant C noted the importance of language in what we did (Appendix 2, lines 6 – 

12). Particularly relevant is their observation that care was needed to avoid 

discouragement or criticism when passing information between participants, which I 

understand as care to avoid the distributed knowledge becoming a hierarchy of 

those ‘in the know’ and those who need teaching.   

 

Format of the sessions 

After the first few sessions I began to propose a consistent format for the sessions 

(see section Working environment for the rational for this). We started with walking 

practice, then duet practices leading into small group practices, finishing the session 

with an open practice. We had frequent group discussions and took a short break in 

the middle of every session to eat homemade snacks and to get to know one 

another more socially.  

 

Several of the participants commented that having a different combination of 

participants at each session was itself a disturbance; a testing of newly developed 

skills with others who may not share the same previous experiences (Participant R, 

Appendix 2, Lines 1 – 6; Participant S, Appendix 2, lines 5 - 7). Dempster notes that 

by altering and replacing both components and relations that a sympoietic system 

does not reproduce itself, rather they are “continually-producing” (2000, p. 10). 

Participant S echoed this, noting that this process required “letting go of 

preconceptions that something can only grow if nurtured by the same people, or in 

the same way” (Appendix 2, lines 11 -12). The format also allowed for knowledge to 
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be distributed. Participant R sums the result of the format of the sessions for them, 

which echoes my own experience: 

There was certainly a building of intelligence over the course of the project 

within this elastic group, that developed and accumulated, facilitating a 

distributed knowledge that one could draw upon had you missed a session/s 

and not start anew each time. As the project progressed this developed and it 

was equally interesting to be receiver and beholder of this knowledge. 

(Appendix 2, lines 6 – 11) 

 

Participant P noted the benefit of working on several practices in each session, 

experiencing “[a] good and healthy amount of time spent with each idea/task….not 

too much overindulgence with each new exercise, but try it out, experience it, 

develop it, maybe accumulate it – and then move on to the next idea” (Appendix 2, 

lines 13 – 15). 

 

The practices 

In keeping with the lack of boundaries that characterises sympoietic systems the 

practices described individually here for clarity are opening-ended and can split, 

recombine in new ways, influence each other and incorporate new information. 

Participant S described them as “a continuum of tools” (Appendix 2, line 20). 

 

Naming 

While I avoided giving the overall physical model a name as, for example, CI and PT 

have been named, we did use specific names for various practices and principals. 

Inspired by Haraway’s claim that “we need stories (and theories) that are just big 

enough to gather up the complexities and keep the edges open and greedy for 

surprising new and old connections” (2016, p. 101) as a practice became more 

physically defined I tried to keep several names for it in use11 drawn from language 

used in our discussions and external references. Through this I hoped to keep both 

the overall project and the individual practices from becoming defined in such a way 

as to appear completed12, to help participants feel an shared ownership of the 

 
11 For example ‘sticking’ was also called ‘slugging’, ‘fitting’, ‘slotting’, ‘long duration’ 
and ‘staying with’. 
12 This approach to defining is one that contact Gonzo has taken (Tsukahara, 2011, 
response to question 11) as well as “A Definition” being a regular feature of the CI 
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practices (in my experience it is often the choreographer who does the naming) and 

to prevent the specific name from influencing the practice itself (e.g. “slugging” and 

“sticking” often led to a different movement qualities). 

 

Walking practice 

We began each session with walking; weaving pathways through the studio, moving 

fluidly from walking individually to moving in small clusters, sometimes making 

simple hand-to-back contact. This way the particular combination of participants in 

that session could warm up and begin to negotiate being in the space together. We 

practiced changing the facing of our bodies while walking on a continuous path (by 

walking sideways, backwards and everything in between), one participant noted that 

“there are so many ways and interpretations and layers into for example facing one 

direction, or pushing, or walking that everything can be possible […]. Every time I 

encounter the exercise I see new ways of accessing it” (Appendix 3, N3.2). I suspect 

that beginning by rupturing a familiar habitual movement pattern like walking laid the 

ground for the specificity of the research, as even simple things were not taken for 

granted.   

 

Adding tasks to walking was a way to practice dissensus. A task was to try to all face 

the same direction or to all face different directions, while walking in the space. 

Different strategies emerged; copy the person in front of you, match one individual in 

the room, look for an emerging consensus and join it, or propose a facing yourself 

and attempt to get others to join you. Different strategies were used by different 

participants simultaneously, yet we still frequently succeeded in the aim. Other tasks 

involved leading and following (drawing on PT) but with less an emphasis on 

becoming a skilled follower or leader (Zambrano, n.d., para. 5), rather looking for the 

moments where such clear roles broke down, for example moments when two 

people both attempted to lead or follow, or when accurately following someone was 

not possible due to others in the space.  

 

 
magazine Contact Quarterly, with a different contributor giving a different definition 
each volume (Contact Editions, 1997). 
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During Cascades there were several group walking sections (Cascades, 0 mins 35 s 

to 0 mins 54 s, and 17 mins 30 s to 18 mins 4 s). Walking also manifested as a duet 

silly walk13; when two participants maintained an unusual contact and tried to walk 

together (e.g. Cascades, 5 mins 52 s to 5 mins 59 s, and 11 mins 32 s to 11 mins 44 

s), this is an example of an emergent activity, not one practised or planned.  

 

Touch 

Although we explored ways of connecting through our walking, most of the practices 

involved touch. In light of current social awareness of consent14, including touch, 

while also noting the positive contribution touch can have for health and happiness 

(Cocozza, 2018), I was curious about researching using touch in a way that still left 

participants with a high level of agency as to their involvement. 

 

Duet practices  

We would select an aspect of an emerging practice and explore it in duets or trios, 

with defined roles when appropriate (e.g. one pushing and one receiving pushes). 

The relative simplicity of this situation compared to a group open practice with 

changeable or undefined roles allowed for focussed exploration. We changed roles 

and partners regularly meaning “each refreshed partnership provided new embodied 

perceptions to be experienced” (Participant P, Appendix 2, lines 10 - 12) suggesting 

that Participant P was not simply finding a one-size-fits-all solution, but learning in 

relation to each person.  

 

Findings from duet practices were brought into the group through discussions and in 

the open practice in the last part of each session, allowing them to be distributed, 

their relevance and potential judged for everyone present and then fed back into 

subsequent practice.  

 

 
13 As in The Ministry of Silly Walks sketch in Monty Python’s flying circus 
(MacNaughton, 1970) 
14 For example through the #metoo movement. 



21 
 

Play and failure 

‘Play’ was a common theme in many of the participants’ feedback with several noting 

that it was an important and enjoyable working method (e.g. Participant H, Appendix 

2, lines 8 – 9; Participant G, Appendix 2, lines 44 - 50). It was important that the 

participants felt they could experiment, go into unknown areas and to fail. Taleb links 

a valuing of failure with being antifragile; “The antifragile loves randomness and 

uncertainty, which also means - crucially - a love of errors” (2012, p. 4), specifically 

errors where the consequences of failure are fairly harmless so are not avoided and 

can be used to learn from, potentially leading to greater chances of discovery and 

success in the future (2012, p. 72). A phrase that was often used in our discussions 

was “success is not necessarily succeeding” (Appendix 3, notebook N7.2), implying 

that too much narrowly defined success, for example becoming really good at 

sticking to someone, might actually not be the most generative outcome (in this case 

we would then miss out on learning from the difficult moments of losing and re-

finding connections). I relate this approach to Deborah Hay’s dance practice of 

asking a question not to find an answer, but to “see what the feedback is on that 

question” (as cited in De Spain, 2014 p. 37). 

 
While I felt a clear sense of what failure would be within the working environment 

(See the Introduction and Working practices) within the practices themselves failure 

felt quite tricky to define. What we were doing was often quite raw, messy, open-

ended and in many ways quite unspectacular. I was looking for a constant sense of 

appropriate challenge, so that what we were doing never felt like a repetition or 

became predictable, that any habits that formed could also be broken. The aim was 

to become sensitive to the edge beyond which we collectively lacked the skills to go 

safely, and before which we would not be learning through challenge. We would 

often fall over, get stuck physically and in habits, get frustrated, collide with more 

force than we could handle and more potential failures, but as aspiring antifragile 

practitioners we tried to use these moments to learn from.  

 

Sticking 

I was curious about the interplay of agency and touch with a long duration. 

Specifically touch without exchange of weight (as is common in CI). I wanted to 

investigate touch between body surfaces that was ‘sticky’ (i.e. done as if the areas 
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were stuck to one another, or that there was resistance to their separation). This 

interest was firstly a literal interpretation of the “staying with” in the title of Haraway’s 

book15. Secondly was to explore a technique used in aikido; an active sticky contact 

used to probe where and when to apply the force of a technique, a touch that is both 

sensing and testing.   

 

We found sticking with a touch connection requires several things, firstly it is a 

contact that must be constantly renewed through intention and adaptation, unlike CI 

with emphasises touch through an exchange of weight, which once begun can be 

difficult to remove oneself from. It is also different from gripping, where two bodies 

are locked together. Both gripping and weight giving/sharing could have implications 

of imposition and power - they limit the possibility of a high level of agency for at 

least one person involved.   

 

Inspired by one participant’s habitual way of responding when they wanted to 

remove themselves from a situation we developed a practice called slippery eel- 

evading and becoming elusive. By overtly naming and practicing saying “no” through 

removing oneself I hoped that any participant who at any point was not comfortable 

with what was going on would feel both permitted and able to remove themselves 

from the situation16, to be then discussed verbally and acted on if and as needed. 

 

Haraway uses the term oddkin to denote “other than conventional biogenetic 

relatives” (2016, p. 221). Interspecies exploration was outside the scope of this 

research, but we found ourselves exploring connections between unusual 

combinations of body parts, as well as the usual functional touching surfaces (e.g. 

palms or forearms). Due to the sheer amount of movement happening unexpected 

collisions would often occur. Early in the research I could see these were often 

dismissed, perhaps because a more conventional touch was happening at the same 

 
15 Staying with the trouble (2016) 
16 Though I note that this is not the whole picture, the onus should not be on the 
individual to remove themselves from situations the find unpleasant, as important as 
this ability is. Rather we tried also to work to build skills and sensitivities to ensure 
such situations do not occur in the first place. 

 



23 
 

time. Perhaps these collisions were felt as failures. We practiced sticking with these 

chance encounters, opening up non-conventional connections between us and 

learning what is required to maintain a touch that could not be abandoned or 

adapted to something easier. For me this meant if I wanted to maintain a connection 

I had to find out what I and the other were able to do, wanted to do and what we 

each needed. Due to the unfamiliarity of the connection this could only be explored 

by testing different possibilities in different ways rather than making assumptions 

about what we were each capable of. We constantly troubled the connection; an 

antifragile process though which we could learn to be together through actively 

seeking out what might break our connection and therefore be better able to 

maintain it under increasingly complex conditions, as long as we chose to stick with 

it. 

 

Slugging 

One manifestation of sticking was slugging - moving a large surface of your body 

onto or across others’ without exchanging weight, thus occupying the ‘negative’ 

space of their body. A fairly simple task when done slowly but one that requires quick 

reorganisation when done in motion (e.g. Cascades Video at 8 mins 13s to 8 mins 

53 s). Slugging is a way to shape yourself, though touch, in relation to another or 

others without the need of their full collaboration and as far as possible without 

limiting their possibility to move. Haraway says we “are in each other’s presence, or 

better, inside each other’s tubes, folds, and crevices, insides and outsides, and not 

quite either” (2016, p. 97). 

 

Participant R describes “gliding across surfaces, simultaneously opening up and 

creating a proximity, softness, ease, even vulnerability to each other”, remembering 

that this proximity “shortcut both yours and your partners reflex or habitual defensive 

patterns; of keeping one’s partner at arms’ length for instance, that it offered up a 

whole new terrain” (Appendix 2, lines 41 - 48). 

 

For me this “new terrain” involved learning how to be very close to others and to 

interact with them without needing them to behave or respond in a certain way. An 

engagement involving being willing to reorganise my body and actions in relation to 
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another’s (whether they were responding to me or not), while also having the 

potential at any moment to try to disturb what they were doing or to act 

independently.  

 

Pushing and pulling17 

Pushing18 was perhaps the most direct disturbance we explored and potentially the 

most violent. To physically move someone else’s body with your own has 

implications of power differentials and for safe practice. 

 

Tsukahara notes in relation to being pushed “if we are pushed by a stranger on the 

street even a little bit it is a shock that makes us shudder, doesn’t it?” (2011, para. 

8). I was interested to see how we could push and receive pushes without provoking 

this shudder, but still really move someone else in an unexpected way, the 

disturbance being on the level of physical displacement rather than shock at the 

push happening in the first place. We explored the moment just before pushing, 

finding ways to use small curving movements to draw someone towards us before 

sending them away (e.g. Cascades, 6 mins 42 s to 6 mins 44 s) or vice versa, a 

moment we called inviting19. While it might have lessened the surprise of the push, 

and therefore the disturbance, there were still a large number of unexpected 

elements to deal with (how much force and for how long, the exact direction, 

changes throughout the push, the interplay of other things going on at the same time 

and more). The invitation was important for both participants to have agency - an 

opportunity for each participant to check that the potential push was both appropriate 

and accepted, and if desired to either not continue with the push (a lack of action that 

is a potential disturbance in itself) or to remove themselves from the situation.  

 

Haraway supports this linking of greater skill and sensitivity at giving and receiving 

disturbances without entering into a consensus-based harmonic system:  

 
17 Although linguistically push and pull have opposite meanings, in practice they can 
feel less defined, one easily transforming into the other. 
18 Pushing, inviting, sending, pulling and drawing in are all terms we used for this 
action, I will use “push” for clarity, and because towards the end of the research it 
was the most commonly used of the terms. 
19 Inviting was also as a name used for pulling, I hope context distinguishes the two 
uses. 
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The decisions and transformations so urgent in our times for learning again, 
or for the first time, how to become less deadly, more response-able, more 
attuned, more capable of surprise […] must be made without guarantees or 
the expectation of harmony with those who are not oneself - and not safely 
other, either. (2016, p. 98) 
 

Similarly Participant R relates the physical action of pushing to a wider concern with 

our own agency in the world: 

How often do we really ‘push’, apply pressure, force, how much are we 

affected, inhibited by social convention and politeness, how much are we 

aware of or perhaps scared of our own force, and how much of this is in fact 

down to lacking the necessary skills to harness these, to channel these 

positively, to contain these or direct or receive these safely so as not to cause 

too much collateral damage. How far does our awareness extend to the 

possibilities of our actions? (Appendix 2, lines 76 - 81)  

 

This sense of owning our actions, of shaping the flow of events (Pritchard 

1981/1997, p. 71) without feeling constrained by politeness, habit or other pressures 

was something I think many of us had to practice (e.g. Participant N, Appendix 2, 

Lines 56 – 62).  

 

To be prepared for unanticipated contact with the walls we practiced pushing off and 

colliding into them, incorporating this into all our practices, I also hoped they could 

become less of a containing boundary and more of a potential part of the systems 

we were creating. 

 

Recovery 

When practising pushing there tended to be an alternation set up between a 

disturbance that would rupture the momentum or inertia of a situation, leading to a 

moment of reorganisation and recovery for all involved - a stable state of movement 

or stillness. Inspired by Tsing’s observation that “as a beginning, disturbance is 

always in the middle of things: the term does not refer us to a harmonious state 

before disturbance. Disturbances follow other disturbances” (2015, p. 160), we 

experimented with not having this moment of recovery, that within the reorganisation 

from a disturbance another disturbance could occur, and so on. A participant noted: 

With no recovery mode, the constancy of re-organising a form  
Different modes of disruption, energetically, rhythmically – create dissonance 
that’s seeking resolution 
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Two (or more) bodies working off each other 
(Notebook N5.5) 

 
This “seeking of resolution” could be prolonged, leading to complex sensorial and 

organisational situations (though they were typically short, being tiring physically and 

attentionally), an energetic example can be seen in Cascades (7 mins 7 s to 7 mins 

24 s). For me the sensations of these recovery-less situations felt related to 

antifragility; using disturbances to move and be moved in ways I would never be able 

to on my own (where the desire to recover is too strong for me to resist for long). 

Without recovery I had to respond from whatever bodily organisation I happened to 

be in from the last disturbance, so it was often an act of salvaging; improvisation in 

the common use of the term; making do with what I had, rather than seeking the 

perfect position from which to make the perfect response.  

 

In the midst 

Although in some ways the practices we developed are quite simple, their openness 

to development, the possibility of combining them in multiple ways, compounded by 

the large number of people all with potential agency at any moment all led to things 

becoming complex and changeable. Participant N said “Situations chang[ed] before I 

could ‘understand’ them” (Appendix 2, line 7). This complexity required us to 

constantly act (or not act) without having a full sense of what was going on, I referred 

to this as in the midst. This aspect connected very strongly with how I feel when 

acting in the wider world; for example political and ecological systems seem far too 

complex for anyone to fully grasp, yet we are all implicated in them and must act, 

often without reliable predictions about the effects of our actions.  

 

Participant B says “I often felt a slight sense of being overwhelmed with choices 

when receiving a lot of physical information, so it became more about what I decided 

to hold on to” (Appendix 2, lines 3 - 4) and that “with the larger group there was more 

information so I could be more selective about what to follow” (Appendix 2, lines 19 - 

20). This decision about what to hold onto and self- selection of input relates to 

Dempster’s term organizational closure (2000, p. 5), which “can be interpreted as the 

degree to which a system is open to information that has the potential to alter its 

pattern of organization” (p.8). Dempster proposes three categories: organizationally 
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closed – “a system that organizes its components in such a manner as to ensure the 

continuation of its own pattern of organization” (2000, p.5)20. A system that is 

organizationally open “relies completely on external sources for determining its 

pattern of organization” (p.5)21. Finally she proposes the sympoietic organizationally 

ajar as a system that “relies on external sources, yet limits these inputs in a self-

determined manner” (p. 5). Participant B’s comment implies that they were self-

determining the information they were prioritising, opening up the possibility for a 

dissensus - of many people holding onto different information from the same 

situation, yet all remaining actively involved. 

 

Tsukahara explains that in the work of contact Gonzo: 

What we are doing is a sort of a form of physical play in which the other 
person experiences something unexpected and it bounces back at you, and 
the repetition of these reactions can swell into something like a big wave and 
we may or may not be able to ride that wave. It is fascinating because you 
don’t know what is going to happen until you actually go out there and do it22. 
(2011, response to question 8) 

 

To make a disturbance and then to continue to act in the environment that that 

disturbance created, being present and responding to its repercussions (to “stay with 

the trouble” rather than leaving others to deal with it) was both a physical challenge 

(for the reasons mentioned by Tsukahara) and felt relevant to the ethical concerns 

that initiated this project; the dangers of acting in ecosystems that assume that 

humanity is somehow separate from them, or political systems in which decisions 

are made far from those who will experience their consequences.   

  

Seeding 

Of all the practices seeding has the most defined unfolding and relationship to space 

(though no aspect was inevitable, at any point it could transform into something 

else). In seeding a participant stops anywhere in the space as an invitation for others 

to come and stick to them, creating a clump of bodies in contact. As more people 

 
20 The example she gives is a tree that organises its intake of energy and nutrients to 
perpetuate itself as a tree (2000, p.5). 
21 The example she gives is a human-made artefact (2000, p.5). 
22 See section Sound, and Appendix 4 Lines 31 – 34 for how this lack of prediction 
was present in the sound in Cascades. 
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joined there was time to feel the small dance23. These small shifts soon began to 

amplify through many bodies, a participant notes: “Micro shifting can evolve into 

something larger quite easily. Who’s receiving/giving interestingly unclear” (Appendix 

3, N5.1), into this we gradually fed pushes and pulls, initiations that started small and 

increased in amplitude. The movement within and of the group gradually built and 

expanded till the group transformed into smaller groups or was abandoned entirely24.  

 

Open practices were often very energetic, with everyone looking for possibilities to 

go and disturb someone else. Seeding was a way of bringing the activity to a smaller 

scale and for an individual to invite something to happen in the space there were in, 

rather than looking for it elsewhere.  

 

Holding space open25 

A principle of all the practices was to act and interact without preventing others from 

responding to your actions, and conversely to find space to respond to others’ 

actions. I see this principle as important for the sense of care mentioned by many 

participants’ feedback (e.g. Participant C, Appendix 2, lines 34 – 35; Participant H, 

Appendix 2, lines 131). Rather than directly taking care of each other or avoiding 

creating situations where care would be needed, we could take care of each other 

through offering both disturbances and the space to find a response.  

 

I feel we got to a point with the group and the practices where our relationship to 

care was similar to that in aikido; everyone takes care of everyone else but we 

constantly expose one another to dangerous situations. The overall environment of 

care allowing specific moments of very uncaring interactions.  

 

 
23 The small shifts and adjustments that occur constantly to maintain balance while 
standing (Paxton, 2018, p. 35). 
24 An example can be seen in Cascades, begun in the centre of the space by the 
participant in grey trousers and a black top at 18 mins 10 s and it develops until its 
eventual breakdown at 19 mins 3 s. 

25Named after the phrase used by Thom Van Dooren to describe the work of 
attempting to prevent extinctions, even when they seem inevitable (2016, p. 39). 
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Open practice 

The last part of each session was an open practice; twenty minutes or more without 

any specific emphasis, done as a whole group (though participants could stop and 

watch at any time). In relation to the skills practised throughout the session this part 

was, as Participant R notes, a chance; 

[…] to apply these skills within an improvised dance context [and] was 

extremely informative and engaging, allowing you to free it up and not get too 

caught up on the technicality of it and this in itself was a skill that presented 

itself, a negotiation between the principle and the practice. This ability to 

practice the technical whilst remaining open and available to what presented 

itself, all kinds of input, the layering of tasks and information, disturbances 

allowed for an elastic and satisfying practice. (Appendix 2, lines 34 – 40) 

 

Other disturbances  

Tsing notes that disturbance is always relative; “No single standard for assessing 

disturbance is possible […] Disturbance is never a matter of "yes" or "no"; 

disturbance refers to an open-ended range of unsettling phenomena. Where is the 

line that marks off too much?” (2015, p. 161). 

 
So it cannot be said that, for example, pushing is always a disturbance, or that there 

were not disturbances that came from events not closely aligned with the practices, 

for example a participant recalled that:  

There is a moment I tried to push a person and she didn’t move. I was like “oh 
my gosh! What should I do?” I definitely enjoy[ed] it. I was questioning myself 
“is she disturbing me? OR 
“am I disturbing her?”  
(Appendix 3, N6.3) 

 

Other forms that could be disturbing were to remove yourself at any moment from a 

situation26 for example the end of a short duet between the participant in a green top 

and myself in a dark blue top (Cascades Video, 10 mins 55 s to 11 mins 4 s, visible 

on the left hand side of the footage), to change between practices, or to stay with 

one thing for a long time, when the impulse might be to change to do something else 

(e.g. Participant H, Appendix 2, line 73 – 76). 

 

 
26 The previously mentioned slippery eel technique being an example.  
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However, I feel that the range of ways we tried to disturb one another became quite 

narrow as the project progressed; we became increasingly skilful and nuanced within 

the practices mentioned here, but they felt decreasingly open to radically different 

interpretations or directions (in Dempster’s terms we moved towards being 

“organizationally closed” (2000, p. 5)). Therefore how disturbing the disturbances 

actually were is questionable and a kind of consensus about the kinds of movements 

that were ‘acceptable’ began to emerge. It might be that with continued exploration 

new areas would open up, for example having mostly pushed with our arms and 

torsos, in the final session we began to explore using our heads and legs to push, 

leading to very different bodily organisations, such as interacting from lying down. 

Perhaps I could have “troubled” the core elements, such as seeing how these 

practices might develop if the aim was to not touch one another, how could we be 

disturbances under those conditions? 

 

 

Further reflections on the practices 

 

Time 

The practices had little structuring of time beyond that inherent in the movements 

and the decisions made by the participants; during the open practices or Cascades 

participants could move between practices, overlayer them, stick with one or take a 

break. In terms of their overall development throughout the project there was no 

point at which a practice was completed, however they certainly developed through 

time, growing more complex as information was accumulated and participants’ skill 

increased. Dempster states  

Autopoietic systems have a growth/developmental focus; sympoietic systems, 
an evolutionary focus. By this I mean that autopoietic systems follow some 
sort of path from a less to a more developed stage, whereas 
sympoietic systems are continually, although not necessarily consistently, 
changing. There is no particular sense that the latter systems will reach a 
‘higher’ or ‘more mature’ level of development or organization. (2000, pp. 10 - 
11) 
 

Considering this it seems the development of the practices was more autopoietic, 

whereas any given manifestation of the practices involved trajectories more 

sympoietic in nature. Perhaps the amount of time so far given to the development of 
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these practices has not been enough for the sense of continual changing to outweigh 

the sense of development and growth towards a clear goal (the sharing). 

 

Group 

Tsing draws on anthropologist Shiho Satsuka’s questioning whether “shared training 

can go hand and hand with the eruption of difference” (2015, p. 217), a questioning 

that inspired my thinking about the group that formed throughout the research. 

Environmental philosopher Thom Van Dooren, drawing on Deborah Bird Rose, 

argues that in thinking about ecosystems that:  

The brand of holistic ecological philosophy that emphasizes that 'everything is 
connected to everything,' will not help us here. Rather, everything is 
connected to something, which is connected to something else […]. While we 
may all be ultimately connected to one another, the specificity and proximity of 
connections matters. (2016, p. 60, emphasis in original) 
 

This is a contrast to the holistic group improvisation that can be found in, for example 

PT, where Zambrano looks for the moment “When the group becomes one mind” 

(n.d., para. 7) and that “By the end, dancers will dissolve into other dancers as one 

with the environment” (para. 4).  

 

Possibly due to spending most of our time practicing in duets and trios these were 

particularly present in Cascades, with larger groups occurring less frequently and 

often not lasting long. Our attention felt spatially immediate; generally we had intense 

connections with those we were in contact with, or were very close to, but had very 

little connection with those further away. Haraway notes that not all practices should 

be about making connections; “Kinships exclude as well an include, and they should 

do that” and that we should be attentive about looking for a “too-quick common 

humanity, multispecies collective, or similar category” (2016, p. 207). In Cascades 

there were generally many ‘patches’ of activity, not necessarily related to one 

another (other than the shared practices and being in the same general space). The 

moments when larger groups began to form it felt difficult to really connect to more 

than a few people at a time, due to the amount of attention required to maintain the 

touch-based connections. This meant that larger groups had to work hard, staying 

together through the tenacity and adaptability of many individual connections rather 

than devaluing these in favour of an encompassing ‘group-ness’.  
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In their feedback participants noted, within the working environment, a sense of 

togetherness of the group, and also that it could contain differences and individual 

agencies; “I found there was a strong sense of everybody in the group having their 

own priorities, you could have authority as an individual, but equally there was a 

shared language – we would sometimes be very together” (Participant B, Appendix 

2, lines 5 - 7). Participant E noted that the “the “frictions”, the challenges” within the 

group were also appreciated (Appendix 2, lines 45 - 47).  

 

I enjoyed this sense of not always being together and having the agency to decide 

who or what to connect to (as well as enjoying the unexpected connections). As 

previously mentioned in group improvisations I find there can be a strong pressure 

towards consensus and/or structures that clearly define who has agency. In this 

project, both as a participant and a viewer I valued the sense of everyone having 

agency, and that using that agency did not necessarily lessen the agency of others.   

 

Divergence from Contact Improvisation 

One key divergence that emerged between our practice and CI is their respective 

relationships to giving and receiving weight, a fundamental principal of CI (Paxton, 

2018, p. 69). As mentioned in Sticking I was interested in potential connections 

between agency and weight sharing. Participant R noted “because we stayed away 

from full weight contact, there was never a feeling of imposition, it felt […] very agile 

with the possibility of transformation throughout” (Appendix 2, lines 72 - 74). For 

Participant C in CI “there is a lot of touch but it is also always disguised as ‘weight-

sharing’. Somehow touching without giving or taking weight feels more like 

touching” (Appendix 2, lines 18 - 20, emphasis in original). 

 

Related to this is CI’s framing of gravity as the key force in the practice. Pritchard 

claims that a basic perspective of many contactors includes a passivity: 

In this view, relaxation is always a means to any end, and one finds the 
material for any endeavor within oneself and one's "natural" surroundings. 
Thus gravity is key, since it is a force which acts on the individual rather than 
something which emanates from him. […] Thus the best way to do anything is 
to go with the "flow" of natural events, rather than trying to shape those events 
on one's own. This viewpoint is destructive because it precludes creativity. It 
leaves no room for personal exploration, no room to challenge oneself (much 



33 
 

less others), no room to extend beyond the boundaries of the easy and the 
familiar. (1981/1997, p. 71)    

 

I felt that the key force we were working with was muscular and therefore did, in 

Pritchard’s terms, emanate from each of us. It could not be attributed to the flow of 

events and we were each therefore responsible for shaping that flow of events, of 

being a disturbance ourselves.  

 

 

Divergence from Passing Through 

“There are notions which are coming from Passing Through, but [this research] 

explores moving in a different way. it feels like less about passing but more about 

staying” (Participant E, Appendix 2, lines 57 - 58), which I feel accurately describes a 

key difference; PT uses its principals to allow the group to move quickly and fluidly, 

to pass through one another and the space, with a sense of holistic connection. We 

focused on making, keeping and breaking specific connections. Although we were 

sending and receiving force through our bodies, there was much less sense of an 

easy and uninhibited passage through space. Zambrano comments “You can go 

through me but you cannot hit me” (Zambrano, 2019, 7 mins 48 s to 7 mins 51 s), 

perhaps this research was also concerned with what to do if a collision occurs and 

had space for awkwardness and inefficiency.    

 

Outcome 2: Cascades27 

The practices were developed to be done physically, without any concern about how 

they might look. It could well have been that the practices stayed in that context; 

being training tools that allow dancers to explore ways of moving and relating with 

others. However, I felt a desire to share the project with a wider public, as well as 

needing to find a way to present it for assessment. I decided to do a studio sharing 

as although in the passing back and forth of information there was a pedagogical 

aspect to this project, to present the practices in a workshop (with myself or other 

participants as the holders of the knowledge) felt like a shift from the collaborative, 

 
27 The title Cascades refers only to the particular manifestation of this research that 
occurred for the assessment, it is not the title of this research itself nor necessarily of 
any future iterations.  
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long-term group building that was both produced by and fed back into the project. A 

sharing could allow us to continue researching (the audience being a potential 

disturbance for us) and to let the practices speak for themselves. 

 

Structure 

Echoing Tsing’s observation “disturbance is always in the middle of things” (2015, p. 

160) the fourteen28 of us began before the audience entered the studio. This was 

also an attempt to bridge the gap between the spirit of research we had throughout 

the process, and any pressures that ‘performance’ might bring. Water bottles and 

spare clothes were by the walls. We worked continuously for forty minutes, with no 

overall structure organising time, space or action. Participants could rest when they 

liked, generally by standing against the walls. My only specific request was that there 

was some clear sticking/slugging, as I felt in previous open practices these had 

become less present, with hindsight possibly a development I should have accepted. 

The open structure was to show the sympoietic system features of the physical 

model, systems whose “pattern of organization arises from the interaction among 

components and influences, rather than from a predefined 'program’” (Dempster, 

2000, p. 9). Klien, Valk and Gormly promote a similar attitude; “Our premise must not 

be to constrain movement into a set pattern, but rather to provide a cradle for 

movement to find its own patterns […] to enable lightness and primal energy, 

possibilities only found once relations start dancing” (2008, p. 28). 

 

Audience 

I advertised Cascades as drop-in, with viewers able to come and go as they pleased. 

The freedom to decide the level and nature of their engagement was something that 

the participants had on every scale of the project and it felt appropriate to offer the 

same freedom to viewers. Audience members entering and exiting the studio could 

also be a disturbance for the rest of the audience, requiring them to move or 

distracting them. However the majority of the audience remained for the entire forty 

minutes, possibly leading to Cascades being seen more as a ‘dance piece’ than I 

anticipated. This was possibly partly caused by setting up such a clear boundary 

 
28 Twelve participants, myself and sound artist Michael Picknett. 
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between audience and participants, which was not in keeping with the principals of 

self-organisation, boundaryless systems and the potential for surprise. Possibly forty 

minutes was short enough that many viewers felt able to watch for that long, to have 

done the sharing for much longer or to have moved locations throughout may have 

better encouraged viewers to decide for themselves how long to watch for. 

 

The practices did not feel like they needed an audience to be fulfilled (as might be 

the case for a participatory or presentational performance) and had no inherent way 

of interacting with an audience (e.g. though touch, proximity or eye contact). This, 

combined with the set-up, meant I am not sure that the audience got a sense of the 

effects of their presence. With hindsight it may have been more appropriate for the 

audience to have been able to move and watch from anywhere in the entire space, 

and even to be invited to get involved physically themselves if they wished. This 

would have been something we would have had to practise to do safely, but it could 

have allowed the viewers to experience the effects of their presence and agency 

more fully and really been a disturbance for us. 

Several participants noted that the format of the research and the sessions eased 

the transition from studio practice to sharing with an audience (e.g. Participant H, 

Appendix 2, lines 144 – 152; Participant R, Appendix 2, lines 82 - 84). The presence 

of the audience did have an effect, with several participants noting being distracted 

by a concern about how things might look to an audience and value judgements 

based on that (Participant C, Appendix 2, lines 39 - 43; Participant G, Appendix 2, 

lines 67 - 69). Generally I felt that the participants used the pressure of the sharing to 

really test and push the practices, maintaining a sense of exploration and play. With 

hindsight it may have been better to have done some smaller sharings throughout 

the project and so findings from them could have informed the research. 

 

Title and viewing notes 

By not using a score to organise Cascades I could not offer viewers either isolated 

examples or a specific progression that would assist a clear reading of what were 

where doing. Therefore I decided to offer a title and some viewing notes (Appendix 

1): a glossary of some of the key terms we used to describe the practices. My aim 
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was to give a taste of the language we used and offer a lens through which to view 

the sharing.  

 

I felt the title Cascades would encourage viewers to look for lines of connection and 

the passage of information through them, as well as hint at the political, ecological 

and ethical uses of the word. Karan Barad discussing the poet Alice Fulton’s poem 

Cascade Experiment notes; “A cascade in Fulton’s sense is not a serial chain of 

consequences, an inevitability set in motion by some initial act, but an iterative 

reconfiguring of possibilities entailed in our passional advances toward the universe” 

(2007, p. 364). However with hindsight naming the sharing with a title that was more 

poetic than strictly descriptive29 might have contributed to the feeling of it being a 

‘dance piece’. 

 

Sound 

For Cascades we worked with sound artist Michael Picknett, who has been a 

collaborator in numerous projects I have been involved in. He joined us for several 

sessions and the assessment, feeding sound from his electric bass through his 

computer, digitally manipulating the sound. My initial reason for incorporating sound 

was to offer a disruption to the participants and myself. Until Picknett joined us we 

worked exclusively in silence. However there was not enough time to fully explore 

the disruptive interaction of sound and movement, and some participants felt no 

particular relationship to the sound (e.g. Participant E appendix 2, lines 69 – 70, 

while some felt it influenced them directly (e.g. Participant G, appendix 2, line 62 – 

64). Neither outcome was undesirable but to have the sound either coexist with or 

reiterate what we were doing physically (Preston-Dunlop, 1998, p. 166) felt against 

the principals of this project. It would have been more appropriate for it to be an 

element capable of its own evolution and interaction with our movement, but I do not 

feel we reached that level in the time we had, so the role of the sound shifted to 

assisting the audience to experience the practices and echoing some of the 

principals we were exploring. An example of this was by suddenly cutting out the 

sound (e.g. Cascades, 16 min 29 s and at 19 min 11 s) we hoped to pull the viewers’ 

 
29At least more poetic than the overall title of this project.  
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attention out the flow of events, giving them the possibility to reengage in a different 

way (M. Picknett, 2019, personal communication). 

 

Picknett developed a range of sounds that included unexpected shifts, sounds 

cutting out, and a recording of a room tone30. Sounds were delayed, compressed 

and layered, echoing the multiple ‘patches’ of action that the open structure 

encouraged. The room tone related to the use of the small dance (Paxton, 2018, p. 

35) in our practices – that the default state of the system was not nothingness, but 

that we were in the midst of things, and to move towards silence or stillness was in 

itself an effort (Picknett, Appendix 4, lines 72 – 73), a disturbance, not a return to a 

“harmonious state” (Tsing, 2015, p. 160). 

 

Picknett’s technical set-up meant “I don’t exactly know what sound it’s going to 

make. So it makes a sound then you’ve got to work from that. […] I kind of know 

roughly what it will do, but not exactly” (Appendix 4, lines 28 - 31), which related to 

the physical principal of disturbing without concern for the outcome, but sticking with 

that outcome and allowing others to respond.   

 

A more in-depth investigation into how these physical practices might develop in 

sympoiesis (“making-with” (Haraway, 2016, p. 58)) with sound is a potential future 

direction for the project, however both Picknett and I noted that the limited time to 

work together did offer some possibilities, for example during Cascades I felt there 

was a sense of being in the midst of something being worked out, of the physical 

practices and Picknett’s sound becoming open to information from one another 

(McEwen and Picknett, Appendix 4, lines 20 -27 and 56- 60).  

 

The future 

It was agreed part way through the project that the practices would be collectively 

owned. This means with appropriate crediting the practices can be used, taught and 

developed by any of the participants in any way they wish. This feels like an 

 
30 A room tone is all the background sounds in a room, for example the buzzing of 
lights or a refrigerator. The recording used in Cascades was from a (different) dance 
studio, an acknowledgement that the sessions took place in many different studios. 
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important acknowledgement of the collaborative nature of the process, to partially 

compensate the participants for their time and expertise, and to ensure that the 

methodology of passing the practices between us as string figures did not 

inadvertently produce a final product owned by me, but has the ability to continue 

transforming outside of my ownership and direction. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Cascades Programme Notes and Viewing Notes 

 
The below was given to the audience of Cascades. The credits have been removed 
to preserve the anonymity of participants.  
 
 
 
CASCADES / Ben McEwen 
 
18/07/19 
Studio 1, Laban Building Creekside 
17:30 – 18:10 (You are welcome to drop in and out throughout this time) 
 
We’re in disturbed times. Social, political and ecological systems are radically 
changing and the models we’ve used till now to make sense of them no longer 
reflect reality or offer much hope.  
 
Dancing probably won’t change any of this.  
 
There’s no going back, no undisturbing. We must learn the skills and arts to inhabit a 
world in the midst of disturbance, to live as disturbances ourselves. 
 
So we've got together and we've danced. We've pushed and pulled, stuck with each 
other in unexpected connections, eased into uncomprehendingly complex situations 
that demand instant responses, cared for one another through challenges and 
provocations. We've passed the resultant tips, techniques and practices back and 
forth between the twenty of us- learning together, distributing and decentring.  
 
Dancing probably won’t change anything.  
 
(but a cascade isn’t the big and powerful moving the small and passive) 

 
[Credits removed] 
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Viewing notes – to be used as needed. 
Sticking – staying with – long durations of touch – not always easy – surprising 

connections – neither collaboration nor conflict. 

Slugging – sticking with a large surface area – to find inside/“negative” spaces – 

connection must be constantly maintained – no grabbing/holding/leaning 

Push/Pull – a disturbance – small or large – within bodies or into space –  giver and 

receiver both respond. 

Invitation – the moment before a disturbance – a small drawing towards before 

pushing away, or a small expansion before pulling towards.   

Disturb – to move, displace, disrupt, diverge, deviate, diffuse – to open up 

possibilities in yourself and others. 

Disturbance – Anna Tsing says: “disturbance is always in the middle of things: the 

term does not refer us to a harmonious state before disturbance. Disturbances follow 

other disturbances." (2015, p. 160) 

Cascade – passage of information and energy – unpredictable reorganisation along 

the way – the small moving the large – fractal. 

Hold space open – to not block someone else’s action, or limit their ability to 

respond to yours. 

Leader (as) participant – to initiate something you’ll then be part of – to be as 

involved and invested as everyone else.  

Seeding – to suggest a group action in the place where you are. 

Distributed – no fixed centre, no fixed roles – the movement practices used in 

Cascades are owned by all those who developed them.  

Antifragile – from the work of Nassim Nicholas Taleb – the ability to gain and learn 

from disruption, as opposed to robustness (the ability to not be affected by 

disruption). 

In the midst – to be part of systems so complex and changeable they can’t be fully 

understood, but nevertheless you must act as part of them (not to do anything is also 

an action)
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Appendix 2: Participant feedback 

In the week following the practical assessment I sent every participant the following 5 

questions/prompts (regardless of if they were present and the sharing or not). 

Twelve out of nineteen participants responded. Four of the participants who did not 

respond had attended three or fewer sessions. 

If questions are absent from a participant’s feedback it is because they did not apply 

to that participant’s involvement or they chose not to answer them. 

 

 

Participant B 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Overall the experience was really enjoyable, for me this was partly due to the 1 

supportive atmosphere and the specificity of the practice itself. 2 

I often felt a slight sense of being overwhelmed with choices when receiving a lot of 3 

physical information, so it became more about what I decided to hold on to.  4 

I found there was a strong sense of everybody in the group having their own 5 

priorities, you could have authority as an individual, but equally there was a shared 6 

language – we would sometimes be very together.   7 

 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

The work gave me a chance to go back to basics of what it is to physically listen to 8 

the people I dance with.  9 

I have a tendency to go towards the energetic; as the project went on further I 10 

developed discipline in exploring the subtle, particularly when the energy of those I 11 

was meeting was drastically different to my own. 12 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

Significant differences were the setup/drop in structure – this is something often 13 

used in classes, but not something I’ve experienced so much in research. 14 

There was an interesting crossover with my previous experiences of contact work. 15 

The listening in that was a lot about weight, but with this one of the themes was to 16 

keep your own centre of gravity and be responsible for organising just your own 17 

weight.   18 

 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

With the larger group there was more information so I could be more selective about 19 

what to follow. 20 
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The extended time meant I could follow curiosities without the pressure of covering 21 

all elements in a rush, the result was phases of interest where I felt that I could stick 22 

with something for a longer time.  23 

 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

Thank you for bringing together a diverse group of people and creating a flexible 24 

space for your research. 25 

 

Participant C 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Happiness, enjoyment, remembering what it means to do physical dance work, 1 
searching for movement (or ‘movement research’), trying to understand how the 2 
movement is working or not working. It was very challenging in a stimulating way: 3 
really trying to ‘get it’ without ‘it’ being a choreographed phrase. 4 
A sense of awe or wonder at how bodies initiate movement in other bodies. 5 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

Awareness of how to talk to other dancers to get them to change the way they 6 
interact with your body without being discouraging or critical. 7 
Finding ways to re-word an instruction for others. Finding ways to help each other 8 
understand. ‘Teaching’ perhaps. Clarifying the technique of a particular movement 9 
for someone, which involves catering to the individual needs of each person. 10 
Practising verbalising what my body has gone through. After doing something: what 11 
can I say about it? 12 
A bodily understanding of the mechanism of pushing other people/being pushed. 13 
Balance! (From practising leg work.) 14 
During the slugging task: Practising independence of my moving body from my 15 
partner’s (while we are in contact). Not forgetting about myself. Remembering what I 16 
want to do within this partnership. Remembering my autonomy. 17 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

I have never been so touchy with dancers. Doing ‘Contact Improvisation’ there is a 18 
lot of touch but it is also always disguised as ‘weight-sharing’. Somehow touching 19 
without giving or taking weight feels more like touching. And it felt very healthy, I 20 
could feel that it was feeding me in a way that I don’t experience in day to day life. I 21 
think I get similar nourishment from closed-eyes partnering sensation/touch/massage 22 
exercises that often occur in contemporary dance warm-ups but as I haven’t done 23 
that for a while I could really notice how happy being tactile with each other’s bodies 24 
made me. It’s very fun. Like kids playing around. It felt like I was letting my body be 25 
the main communicator, rather than my speech and this was very refreshing. The 26 
point about my body being a communicator is maybe obvious as we are working in 27 



Ben McEwen – 2019 – Appendix 2: Participant feedback 

46 
 

dance (=self-expression) but I was very aware that I wasn’t just trying to 28 
communicate an idea: I was always with someone, communicating with someone. 29 
(The only thing I can relate it to is when I took part in Vera and Esse’s31 slapping 30 
score and although I did not know them very well I felt I was in such a privileged and 31 
trusted position to be slapping and running my hands over their backs and legs. But 32 
they were doing it to me as well so the whole activity made me feel even more 33 
‘equal’ and ‘together’ with them. A kind of wholeness and presence and care in 34 
tactility? ...Haha makes me feel like I’m writing about ape bonding rituals.) 35 

 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

Doing it in front of an audience, being in a larger group (with members I maybe 36 
hadn’t practised so much with lately), and having such an open score all contributed 37 
to me sometimes feeling like I’d forgotten how to do the tasks we had practised.  38 
Being watched also made me more self-conscious and on reflection I realise that it 39 
made me distribute different levels of value/exciting-ness/worth to the things I was 40 
doing. When in rehearsal, all my focus was on my personal experience of doing the 41 
tasks, but in the sharing part of my attention was also on how it must look like to 42 
watch. As that had never been the important thing up to this point it took my 43 
concentration away from feeling my way through the dance with my partner, and 44 
possibly made me less patient. On the other hand, maybe I stuck with difficult things 45 
more because I wanted to show that that was what we were doing. (And because 46 
Ben mentioned before the sharing that he would like to see more slugging.) 47 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

 I’m very grateful to be a part of this, thank you! 48 

 

Participant D 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

My engagement was a bit short but I really enjoyed the ease, sense of exploration 1 
and curiosity, and the specificity of what was being proposed. There was a feeling of 2 
equality within the group even with a clear idea from Ben to dive into. I could see the 3 
movement practices we explored developing into an intelligent and beautiful group 4 
improvisation practice/score.  Pure enjoyment!   5 
Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 
your participation in this project? 
Group-building, energetic movement principles & tasks, working with touch in a very 6 
specific and sensitive way, composing in a group, composing with space. 7 
Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 
your other experiences within dance/movement? 

 
31 Vera Tussing and Esse Vanderbruggen’s score from their piece Both, Two (2018) 
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I really appreciated the attention to authorship and the invitation to bring our own 8 
thoughts to the room. I feel like I observed a great example of how to facilitate in a 9 
generous & ethical way, and the right balance between allowing a breadth of 10 
experiences to co-exist in the room and trusting the dancers, while aiming to practice 11 
something quite specific. The movement practice we explored was related to other 12 
things I've experienced in work before, but had its own clarity and perspective, so I 13 
feel like I actually experienced something new & fresh. It was something that was 14 
different to what my body might assume/habitually rely on based on past work, so it 15 
was very refreshing!  I loved the ties to martial arts and ways of using touch. 16 
Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 
Thanks! 17 

 
Participant E 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

This project came in a very difficult life period, both psychological and physical. After 1 

a year of not dancing, returning back to do it for such a research project has been 2 

unforgettable. I have considered this project as a practice of self and community 3 

healing. The beautiful coming and going of people certainly has shaped this practice, 4 

which felt inclusive and not frightening. Especially considering that enter in and out of 5 

any space requires a great level of great self-confidence. However, Ben has treated 6 

everyone in the exact same way, and listen each physicality and personal 7 

considerations in an equal and attentive way.  8 

From the first day I stepped into the room I felt that there was such a solid ground to 9 

develop and experiment ways of moving. Internal spaces and even the out space 10 

have always been left opened to each of us, in order to create, share, question and 11 

answer our way of moving in relation to ourselves, the others and the space. The 12 

practice as much can be perceived about contact, it is about conversation and 13 

finding mutuality and therefore empowering and rediscovering generosity. It is about 14 

leaning into non-verbal ways of communication, acceptance and respect toward a 15 

unity, made by diversities. It is about create a playful otherness, even in the most 16 

serious moments. The beauty of giving and receiving with a sense of peaceful 17 

agreement. Risk taking, decision making, becoming a leader, surrendering as a 18 

follower, become a tool box for a grateful togetherness. Touching has never felt so 19 

comfortable, cause a sense of real mutuality has been so powerfully solidified that 20 

made the practice feel so natural and honest. Not to talk about the metaphysical rule 21 

of attraction, each of component had something beautiful to give, because I do 22 

believe that people call other people depending on karma of being… it was not just 23 

by, nothing happened randomly, we meant to be there! 24 

The group toward the end was so gracefully and friendly bonded, because of the 25 

practice.  A practice about caring, about responding, about be there even when we 26 

don’t know what we are about, what for, how… even unsolved questions become 27 

part of it, like each component of the group is there to support, provide, share and 28 

answer or even, more questioning. The practice was about be aware, be kind, being 29 

or becoming.  30 
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Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

The first word that comes in my mind is compassion. 31 

Then acceptance 32 

Then playfulness 33 

Then love for moving.  34 

Then listening 35 

Then groupness 36 

Then…then…then.  37 

Dancing 38 

I enter in the practice afraid, vulnerable and scared. I did not know if I could have 39 

been able to give, considering I was out of practice. I remember even the simple 40 

walking became something to rediscover again.  41 

What does it mean to touch with your hand someone while he/she is walking?  42 

There were moments of compassion, of love and care. These are skills that we must 43 

train, retrain and retain as dance practitioners.  44 

I have learnt to listen different bodies, to accept different physicality, at moments to 45 

let it be what it meant to be. To enjoy of the little things, to appreciate the “frictions”, 46 

the challenges.  47 

I have learnt also to create from nothing. To empower naturality, to connect, to 48 

gravitate, to stay grounded, to support, to open….  49 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed, and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

It reminded me a bit of a research practice I have done myself last years. Although, 50 

mine was not so much into contact. But it was looking for an honesty…which in 51 

many dance practices do not exist. It is less about the whats and more about hows.  52 

It could look like something about contact improvisation, but there is not much about 53 

it. it has its fundamentals but leaves rooms to bring new things in. it is accessible to 54 

anyone, it is inclusive and does not require a big background in dance. Although, an 55 

understanding of touch, bodies in movement and being aware are very important. 56 

There are notions which are coming from passing through, but it explores moving in 57 

a different way. it feels like less about passing but more about staying, about 58 

sensing, dialogues, finding commonality.  59 

 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

The development of the practice and the sharing certainly had something in common 60 

and certain things in differ…  61 

Performing is always performing. And there is never anything wrong.  62 

From my point of view, enable me to play more, to risk more and to listen even more. 63 

Considering also that it was the first time we have dance with so many of us, has 64 

changed the energy in the space. As I said, exploring was really what this piece was 65 

about, but also to put it into a performance had its own thrill. At moments, to be 66 
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honest, I have felt who has been longer in the research practice and who was less 67 

experienced. However, it brought something new into it, as well.  68 

The sound did not distract me or change things, I was so tuned into the other bodies 69 

that I was not aware of it… apart one moment in which it helped me to slow down.  70 

the length?! Wish it could have last longer. 71 

the audience at moment, informed an energy, a different energy, which it is always 72 

positive. 73 

As the overall, I don’t think has taken away what we have explored, if something it 74 

has empowered, they way we have performed. During the performance, i had to 75 

simply open the tool box and choose something to play with. Even if the other/s 76 

would have picked a different tool, I was able to recognise it and put it into practice. I 77 

am not sure how to phrase it, but it was all so metabolised by my body that I did not 78 

have to think about it. of course, there were moment of doubt, uncertainty, lost in 79 

translations, which anyway, we have dealt already during the research rehearsals.  80 

As overall, I feel that the practice was there, that we were tuned in the moments, 81 

maybe at some points less energy would have revealed other things. However, we 82 

never dance with so many and so much energy… we could always go back in the 83 

studio and explore it again with a new realisation. That’s the beauty of 84 

researching…it can happen also through performances.  85 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

Thank you from the bottom of my heart.  86 

 

Participant G 

Transcription (with permission) from audio file by Ben McEwen 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Hello Ben, to answer to your question “the experience you had throughout your 1 

participation in this project? 2 

I’d say they’re overall very positive, very enjoyable. They gave me food for thought, 3 

maybe in the sense of also physical. There has been, for me, also a sense of 4 

development throughout the experiences, a sense of building something, mainly with 5 

the group. A sense of shared development. That has, I think, I could see that, I could 6 

see the roots of that in the methodology you used. We, you started, and I can talk 7 

about that later, I can see that in sense, in the openness you had for contribution, for 8 

exploring, exploration. And then I could see also, I could see the sense of 9 

development, the sense of building [?] the fact that it was voluntary, at least for me, 10 

to be there, and that meant that I would invest in it, somehow, and I kept throughout 11 

an enquiring attitude because I was choosing every time to be there. 12 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

Many, and on many levels. I would mention mainly a couple of things, I know it 13 

sounds very general, but listening. I think I never stop learning about that. In this 14 

case I would say in part, partially about others. What are other people’s 15 

propositions? And each individual proposition, what resistance every time someone 16 
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has, or what’s the approach this person is giving me. And then as a consequence all 17 

my responses to that. So listening to others, that gives always a space for how you 18 

act, how you respond to things. There is a quote, I took a class with Miranda Tufnell, 19 

and she quoted the word ubuntu, which is the word that has been used for the open 20 

[source] operating system. She was saying ubuntu means, I don’t know which 21 

language: “I am because we are”. For me this sense of using resistance to grow, or 22 

finding You through limits is quite useful for me all the time, and I think I could 23 

practice that a lot in this context. There has been also a sense of, on other levels 24 

also for example understanding much more what this aikido push [is], how I could 25 

use it in different ways. You know also when you find the same principles; where the 26 

force comes from, how you channel it and you just find different applications, a 27 

different way of understanding, different way of saying it. That’s what skill is for me. 28 

I also have learnt a lot from the way you were leading all these sessions. I would say 29 

there have been a sense of learning what leadership is.   30 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

I’m not sure I got to the point of this question, but that’s my answer. A few element of 31 

the methodology that really stayed with me. Is the fact we were researching by 32 

doing, so research-based, the fact that you gave us a toolbox at the beginning, you 33 

gave us some tools at the beginning and throughout the process we developed 34 

some more and we put them in the box, but decided with this shared knowledge, we 35 

could accumulate, we could play we could draw connections between elements and 36 

also develop our own enquiries and questions. On the other side, the fact it was also 37 

shared - the ownership of it, it was at least for me while working I had a strong sense  38 

you were sharing it with us and that invested me within… I was committed and I 39 

knew I was contributing to the creation somehow, on some level. 40 

Regarding the practices, this a little bit complicated for me because I don’t know if I 41 

got the point. I can’t compare it to other experiences, firstly because they are very 42 

varied. But there is one thing that I find it in common with other practices that I have 43 

experience of, and that is the sense of learning through playing, so in this case I did 44 

not think of practicing anything, or maybe just partially it stuck in my head, but mainly 45 

I was, it’s almost like you have the tools to play and you have to use those tools in 46 

order to play, and there’s not so much awareness on a conscious level that you are 47 

using them, you want to play, therefore you have to use them and therefore you 48 

develop your skills. But it is not, so much a sense “I’m using those things because I 49 

need to practice how to use them”, if that makes any sense… 50 

Which is maybe more an intuitive way of learning which if you give me that, I’ll stay 51 

with it a while. So that is something I find also maybe in other things, but that is 52 

always very valuable, at least for me.  53 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

I think having external eyes, or people watching, gave me.. made me.. myself more 54 

aware, more aware of… brought up some questions regarding what we’re doing and 55 

I think a question we didn’t address up till that point regarding spatial composition, 56 

dynamics of the group, pacing yourself within the group, I would say more 57 



Ben McEwen – 2019 – Appendix 2: Participant Feedback 
 

51 
 

compositional questions, yeah. That I think we didn’t address, I didn’t address. I was 58 

really much in my own little bubble and at one point I realised, “oh actually there is..”, 59 

not that we should create something but I was aware that we were giving something, 60 

and I hadn’t thought about it in any way.  61 

With sound I found myself responding to it. Well firstly I enjoyed it, my response was 62 

very straightforward; when it would drive me I would follow it somehow, and it would 63 

give me a little bit the pace of what I was doing, I was really following it. 64 

“In a larger group” - that didn’t change much for me, and “for a longer time than 65 

usual” - again that didn’t change much. It only changed in terms of being in front of 66 

an audience, ‘cos then again I was aware of questions coming up, I thought “hmmm 67 

what are we showing there?”. Not that I had to answer but there were coming up. 68 

Like “Is that sustainable?” “Is it always the same thing?”. Useful questions. 69 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

Yes, first of all that I, thank you, it was great, it was great to peek, do you say peek? 70 

To see the way you work, the way you think, your values. It was very refreshing for 71 

me, thank you for that generosity. Second thing, you make me laugh a lot, which is 72 

very fun and happy. Thank you for your food, your generosity again. And also, 73 

something I forgot to say for one of the questions, about the skills, I think mainly 74 

there has been new things of course, but it’s mainly this looking at things in a 75 

different way, and therefore explaining them, finding an explanation. Explaining them 76 

in a different way and therefore understanding them in a different way. I think that’s 77 

what happened at lot, and maybe you realise at the end of the day you’re talking 78 

about something you have a sense of already, but because you’re looking at it in a 79 

different way, you’re explaining it differently, you understand it differently then you’re 80 

reaching the concept or reaching the movement or whatever. Thank you Ben. 81 

It’s a bit embarrassing to do all this talking thing I have to say!  82 

 

 

Participant H 

Transcription (with permission) from audio file by Ben McEwen (BM) 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Participant H: I think for me it started as, it started like trying to discover what your 1 

research was about, but then it became more of an experience of discovering 2 

together, I don’t know. I felt like the first time that you stepped into the studio you had 3 

this sense of maybe individuality at first but I think that the process made us made, 4 

me think on a group level. And I really felt like we were figuring out something out as 5 

a community. So, but yeah, it had that sense of figuring out something, that’s kind of 6 

how I would describe the experience, trying to figure out. How to… I mean there was 7 

mechanical components of figuring out but there was also like a sense of play that 8 

was very present in the space and to figure out how to play together, somehow. In a 9 

way that felt like we had this common language that we were trying to…and it’s 10 

funny because it wasn’t even like our language because it’s something that you kind 11 

of like curated, you curated the space in the way you proposed stuff, but in the end I 12 

don’t feel it was anybody’s language to start with, but somehow it became our… 13 
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yeah it was like the language that we used to understand each other and to kind of 14 

be able to play together. I don’t know how related to the question this is… 15 

BM: No, no, no this is perfect, and just let me know when you feel you’ve said all you 16 

have to say, you can always come back to them or what have you. 17 

Participant H: Yeah, for me I was… personally I felt I really enjoyed it because I felt I 18 

was being part of something that I could not have done by myself. And I think that 19 

the interdependency or co-dependency, or I don’t know how… was quite refreshing, 20 

somehow, yeah, you have this sense of like you’re in this space where everybody is 21 

interconnected to each other and it doesn’t work otherwise, you know? It’s like, I 22 

could not really slug by myself in the studio. 23 

BM: I tried it, it’s possible… 24 

[Both Laugh]  25 

Participant H: I’m sure! I’m sure! 26 

BM: But it’s not the same… 27 

Participant H: But there is this thing of like okay, I’m yeah, I’m doing something that 28 

could not really happen easily otherwise, yeah, that’s kind of what I was thinking a 29 

lot. Like ah, it’s fun because it’s something I need other people to do it with me so it’s 30 

nice to be part of this thing. Yeah, I think that was the main experience.  31 

 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

Participant H: It’s like something that is not entirely foreign, but nothing that you can 32 

identify it as “oh yes I’ve done this before, oh yes it’s just like other class”, you know 33 

what I mean? So there is a newness to the language that makes you a bit more open 34 

to receive, or that makes your participation a bit more… I mean, I don’t like “neutral”, 35 

but a bit more… yeah it’s kind of neutral, yeah, I don’t like that word, but it’s 36 

something like that. Is that question two? 37 

BM: That’s not question two [Laughter] it’s more like question three, maybe, so 38 

you’re ahead! Question two is about skills. [Reads out question] 39 

Participant H: Well, there was many things, one thing that I think for me really 40 

developed throughout was like a bit more on the mental level, the personal level I 41 

think that the development of the research, I feel like I’ve learnt how to gradually 42 

shed my own pre-emptive kind of thinking, and something about relaxing a bit more, 43 

or indulging a bit more in the moment or in the task. Losing like a bit my sense of like 44 

self-regulation or self… how do you say… self-critic. These things were things that I 45 

had to kind of like abandon throughout the process it kind of like gradually made 46 

more sense but I think that’s a skill that you develop to be a bit more available to 47 

move and to take on a new task, and also to be able to be available to receive all 48 

that amount of information, especially related to touch and other people, I think there 49 

is a lot you have to kind of let go of in your thinking to be able to kind of like “okay, 50 

this is kind of like okay”. So I think that comes to like a more like very practical level, 51 

the listening I guess you can develop your like, tactile listening I guess, or your 52 

empathetic listening. But then there was sense of efficiency you were looking for 53 

somehow in the movement and in the tasks that kept it quite… for me it was a skill to 54 

really try to develop, no like flowers… I don’t know how to say it… to not like try to 55 

add always but to kind of like, shit, it’s hard to explain, but yeah this… efficiency and 56 
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the movement and stuff is also like, it’s this system for developing I guess the 57 

exploration that was like from something about trying to look at the task in a very like 58 

simple and efficient type of manner and open from there but without feeling like you 59 

have to add things but more like… hmmm yeah… I think it’s like how you organise 60 

yourself, like what you do in an open…semi-open kind of exploration ‘cos we had a 61 

lot of space to explore and it’s like the way that we explored I think somehow there is 62 

a kind of system that appeared, that I think this is kind of a skill… if I make sense 63 

right now because I’m saying a lot of stuff 64 

BM: No it’s great. I’m curious about this “system”. What that might mean for you. 65 

Participant H: I think it’s because personally when I improvise I tend to change a lot 66 

and I have this kind of mind, like, with time, I have my inner rhythm, let’s say, that is 67 

a lot about “you do this… and change… and change”. You know? And I think that 68 

slowly slowly I could see… I mean everybody responded with their own system let’s 69 

say but there was a bigger system that was emerging that was about keeping on 70 

some kind of track, and then the track ends up, you know, being a slide and then you 71 

know, but always kind of like in that kind of track somehow, you just look at different 72 

things within it maybe. But it was a different way to engage somehow I feel like I 73 

learn to not think like “…and change” so much, but kind of like “okay, go with this, 74 

and within this this detail within this detail…oh! And now I’m somewhere else!” And 75 

somehow it’s the same thing. My God, it’s so hard to put words onto body 76 

experiences 77 

BM: Yes, it is! [Both laugh] 78 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

Participant H: I think that, a lot of it was pretty new somehow, like the whole pushing 79 

experience, because it’s a specific kind of pushing and that was pretty new, and kind 80 

of tricky for me to pin it down. I felt like I could still work on it, and figure it out more, 81 

but it definitely developed throughout the  practice, but I feel like it was quite alien, 82 

you know those kinds of moments where you’re not really sure what you’re looking 83 

for, what’s the thing, like what to? Is it this? Do I have it or not? But somehow it 84 

reminded me of like my experience with Contact [Improvisation]  because, although 85 

it’s a different system than Contact [Improvisation] it involved touch as well but it’s 86 

also because my own experience of Contact [Improvisation] has very much been like 87 

that, you’re sort of thrown into this space where a lot of other people, you know, if 88 

you come as an outsider you feel like they’ve figured it out, and you’re not quite sure 89 

what this “it” is and it’s kind of like “what is the thing that makes it, oh okay this is… 90 

yes” 91 

[Laughter] 92 

BM: Yeah yeah, the “it”! 93 

Participant H: It’s like messy, and not very… like your body it not fully absorbing it 94 

yet, so you’re not really sure what’s up. But then the sticking was much more natural 95 

somehow, and maybe like… I’m trying to think because I realise that officially if I try 96 

to explain what a lot of the other experiences I had were of dancing with touch, 97 

officially the answer would be I’ve done a bit of Contact [Improvisation]. But I realise 98 

it’s not that, but yet there is something familiar, so I’m trying to remember where did I 99 
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have those experiences of working with touch and movement, but that were not 100 

Contact [Improvisation]. I think that because contact is so easy to… yeah, because 101 

it’s a language, it’s very set, it’s easy for you to identify, so it’s like “oh yeah, 102 

Contact”… and the other stuff I might have done are more blurry, because they didn’t 103 

have… you know what I mean? In the moment you might have tried to like put a 104 

name to your practice and you call it “slugging” or whatever you know then it’s like 105 

well, your memory kind of like holds onto it. So that’s also interesting to create, 106 

because pushing for example and pulling are very very common names that you 107 

used and at first it was also that… okay I’m going somewhere completely different I 108 

realise  109 

BM: No, no, no. It’s great. [Both laugh]. We’re doing research here. We start from 110 

one place and end up somewhere else! 111 

[…] 112 

Participant H: Something like we’ve pushed things before and we’ve pulled things 113 

before and those words are like very, not universal, this is a shit word, but they’re 114 

very common experiences and pedestrian experiences as well, so they touch on a 115 

level that is more like human than dancer level, which for me is interesting because 116 

it’s also related to what I was imagining about the blurriness of I feel like I had those 117 

experiences before but like they are relatable in maybe a more human experience 118 

than like “oh I’ve been to this workshop and done this particular skill”. So I think 119 

somehow it’s like the fact that the names of things are so generic but the actions that 120 

we are doing are so specific it like activates some kind of memory thing that is like 121 

new and old, I don’t know, it’s weird. ‘cos this thing is very… 122 

BM: The pushing. 123 

Participant H: …is a very technical thing, but at the same time it works on like a 124 

sensory and like emotional type experience that is very basic and common. We have 125 

these experiences of being pushed and pulled in space. So… that’s still not the 126 

question… 127 

 […] 128 

I think it’s also because my experience of touch is also related to massage therapy, 129 

because I did a course in that, so maybe every time that I work with touch it kind of 130 

compares inside of me to that. There was this sense of like I think, care, but also this 131 

sense of doing something that feels good to your skin… 132 

BM: Like the coffee grounds [referring to a skin treatment Participant H previously 133 

mentioned]  134 

Participant H: Yeah! It’s like working for a place of pleasure. I think that’s something 135 

that like maybe you did not, I don’t know, but it didn’t seem like you anticipated that, 136 

or that you were trying to direct this thing but I think that naturally people responded 137 

with a great sense of working from a place of pleasure. 138 

BM: You’re right, I didn’t anticipate that in the slightest, I thought it would probably be 139 

the opposite, that we’d be having to put ourselves back together after each session.   140 

Participant H: I think the playful aspect of it was kind of in and out of it, and the 141 

sensory aspect, but also those pressures and those touches they have something 142 

kind of… yeah, no… I was going to so something but it wasn’t true! 143 
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Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

Participant H: I think that first of the sharing was different, but to be honest each 144 

session was different, so in some kind of sense it was the same, that sounds like 145 

really bad Chinese philosophy. I think that all the things that I could be sensitive to as 146 

a change were already things we had experienced though the practice, meaning, 147 

changing studios for me was a big thing, I was very sensitive to the spaces we 148 

worked, some spaces felt easier  to be in, some spaces harder, and the fact that we 149 

had had, I had had a session in the space that we had the sharing, it is was quite an 150 

interesting session if I remember and so somehow the space were we did the 151 

sharing was already charged with the previous session that had happened there. 152 

You know, I mean you go back into this place also I think the fact that every time we 153 

were working with a very like unexpected group of people it was really hard to like 154 

predict before you would be in the space, who would be there and how many and 155 

what and sometime people would come during. So I think this is also something that 156 

made the sharing feel not that distant somehow, but then the music was new. And 157 

the continuity was new somehow, but I feel like to be able to experience all of the 158 

practices without stopping and talking was kind of  something that felt like my body 159 

was craving, and I can feel like other bodies were kind of craving it too. 160 

BM: Sorry, they were craving to stop, or actually to continue.  161 

Participant H: No actually I think the format of the sharing that was kind of 162 

uninterrupted 40 minutes of moving was something that we had been craving during 163 

the previous sessions and we were working towards it. So it felt like “oh yes, okay, 164 

now is that moment that we could have the space to really try it out for real 165 

[Laughter]. I think the audience at first for me, it always adds a sense of like 166 

officialness to the thing but it the end you’re so busy with what’s happening that I 167 

think it didn’t… I think that we were performing for ourselves, or for each other. I 168 

didn’t feel so much interested in what the audience was seeing, which I think was 169 

kind of like somehow a directed spirit, it didn’t happen just by magic it was like 170 

something that was studied, it’s like when you pretend you woke up like this but you 171 

actually have done something [laughter].   172 

The sharing was a step, but it felt like it was in the middle of the process, and I said I 173 

found it unsettling to stop the research after the sharing, that the sharing felt like 174 

something we could grow the research from, or like now we’ve had the experience of 175 

doing it in this context let’s grow from it, it didn’t really feel like an end, which maybe 176 

is good for you. To stop the process of research after the sharing felt like you were 177 

interrupting something, which maybe is something to look into for your thesis.   178 

[…] 179 

What I mean by this is something that you might want to look into formulate for part 180 

of your thesis to that this is also how, there is something interesting there about how 181 

we envision movement research, and how somehow we have that kind of sense of 182 

where it starts and where it ends, or when it ends, and we decide and naturally 183 

people tend to put a performance at the end of things but in the end for this specific 184 

research it didn’t feel right. So it kind of sits in and out of those times that we 185 

structured for ourselves, you know what I mean, it’s like you decided this structure, 186 
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but in the end maybe this structure didn’t really fully accommodate, let’s say, the 187 

spirit of the practice or the spirit of the work that you were trying to do. 188 

 […] 189 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

Participant H: I think that somehow you were very, I don’t know if luck is always the 190 

answer, but it felt like we were very lucky with the group we had, I felt like I was 191 

working with like very… how to say, sometime I can feel people are like universe, 192 

you can feel they have a whole universe to them. And I feel we were working we 193 

were working with a lot of different universes. It felt like that there was no body you 194 

could, […] replace or mismatch, people were very recognisable, somehow very 195 

much their own self somehow, oh that sounds really cheesy [Laughter], but in a non-196 

cheesy way it’s something that is very important somehow, how you can work with 197 

something that is a common space and a common language and like conventions. 198 

It’s like the language that you brought was like a convention that for us that we had 199 

to kind of like agree upon or abide, like, we all agree to share the space and to push 200 

and pull and to  pull, and to slug and to walk together and to follow these instructions 201 

but somehow people really did not let go of their own selves within that process and I 202 

think that everybody was attached to their own universe, you know what I mean, and 203 

that’s important I think that the practice somehow, it’s something about erasure, I 204 

cannot formulate it, but it’s like that idea of sometime dance practices or techniques 205 

or movements they can really erase something else, but there was no erasure. I 206 

mean you have to let go of something but it’s not to… I mean we were not becoming 207 

one, it’s not a merging experience, I guess collaboration or collaborative effort kind of 208 

works, but it’s also kind of like people not afraid to say no to you and to also make a 209 

proposition that was fully their own. There is a sense of agency or owning up your 210 

movement, your spirit your energy and stuff. And I think that added to the complexity 211 

of how to respond to everybody because it was that very strong sense of I cannot 212 

use the same system, somehow, that I’ve been using with like … how I will move 213 

with Participant C is different than how I will move with Participant Q and how I will 214 

move with you and how I will.. and every time we cross paths again is like a whole 215 

regenerating moment, like oh okay I have to reassess now, you have to constantly 216 

kind of reassess or renew. You couldn’t relax too much, like “I’ve figured this out now 217 

I’m going to cruise”, but it’s good! It keeps you hungry somehow.  218 

 

Participant L 

Note: Participant L chose to handwrite a continuous text, rather than use the 

suggested feedback prompts.  

Transcription (with permission) from image by Ben McEwen 

This work was very deep to acknowledge my place in the space, in my body, with 1 

others, and being touched. 2 

If it was months ago I could never have done a performance so free of “scenes” just 3 

task oriented. At least I would have created a structure for my own. But now, not only 4 

the tasks ben set and we worked were great but I have a trust deep inside of not 5 

being wrong. About being myself and that’s what I have. Being in my body with all 6 

the forms, shapes, clothes. And that’s what I can do there. 7 
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My awareness of in and out was interesting because the nature of the work is have a 8 

disturbing … when it’s clear that … takes a decision or is taken. As in Zambrano’s 9 

[Passing Through]. Although this is more meditative when I can go deep in the 10 

relationship I’m having as breathing and using the space, not taking [?] the space on 11 

board as in capoeira and Zambrano’s. 12 

The different relationships made me go inside what was going there regardless 13 

people from the outside watching but it also made me realise that moments were 14 

actually going to finish and therefore enjoyed 15 

At some point I realised I was not moving or letting be moved in different ways but 16 

[…] standard walking/ up down /running/  […] head. [Participant R]/ Ben opened up 17 

the possibilities to me being emphatic thru [sic] direction / clear and inspiring 18 

(observation). 19 

When I was tired, I just stopped and got motivated to enter when I saw / encountered 20 

something that caught my attention.  21 

 

Participant M 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Through participation in this project I found I had a very enriching experience. 1 

Through teachings from Ben as well as his own inquisition and through collaboration 2 

with the group I felt that it was a process of experimentation, discovery, learning, and 3 

drawing on skills that we all had as individuals which we could use in the scenarios 4 

which were being proposed.  5 

In this research we worked in a lot of detail which provided clear practices which we 6 

could use and improvise with, yet I felt in a constant state of the unknown as whilst 7 

the outline of each practice had ‘rules’ you could not predict the response from the 8 

other body. Therefore, I felt I was using these practices as a basis for the 9 

conversation between two or many. 10 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

I feel I gained many skills – as well as realised some skills which I would like to 11 

develop and work on. For example, skills of awareness of the space and of others, 12 

listening and being aware of contact and the weight transfer between one or many 13 

bodies.  14 

I feel I was working constantly on being ready, with an awareness of the research 15 

that was being explored, to respond to those around me as well as to give an 16 

impulse for something e.g. a seed or slugging.  17 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

The way of working, was facilitated in a very open and inspiring was as I felt we were 18 

all exploring something which was to greater and lesser extents unknown at the 19 

same time. 20 

I could compare some elements of the practice such as the walking to elements of 21 

passing through. Furthermore, the way that we began to. Exploring the act of 22 
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receiving and sending another body was aided by an experience of tai chi in terms of 23 

the mechanics of the body. 24 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

For the sharing it became a fuller experience with the sound., a larger group and a 25 

longer time. The larger group and duration allowed space for the practices to ebb 26 

and flow in terms of energy and the dynamics play around a shift in time and space, 27 

also in relation to the music.  28 

To have the audience watch the research seemed to make it somewhat performative 29 

as they naturally created a ‘front’. This was unusual as we had been working in a 30 

very explorative and research based way however it was also useful to try and 31 

present the practices as clearly and honestly as possible. 32 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

Thank you! I am very grateful to have been part of this research and am excited to 33 

see how it continues and would be interested to continue to explore the practices 34 

which you are developing. 35 

 

 

 

Participant N 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

My experience of this project focussed on tuning into listening and being listened to 1 

and gaining confidence in giving and receiving information. 2 

I think also clarity of experience was not the primary goal - the intentions and ‘menu’ 3 

were clear but the acting out of those practices encompasses so many other smaller 4 

parts that there is a lot of depth and overlap of different languages within what is 5 

happening.  6 

Situations changing before I could ‘understand’ them.  7 

Situations lasting longer than might feel ‘comfortable’ - listening to the feeling of 8 

being unsure and holding out anyway.  9 

Feeling someone else waiting or not knowing and not abandoning it or jumping in?  10 

Constant change 11 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

Learning to see potentials. Seeing spaces. 12 

Recognising the need to let go of the need to plan 13 

Learning to listen to touch of another but recognise own autonomy within information 14 

given/received. 15 

Learning to trust self to lead– it can be hard to trust own ability to direct/ ‘invite to 16 

send’ another body, somehow it feels utterly vulnerable, because the interaction is 17 

so clear when it works well, so any hesitation or lack of decision can be felt by all. 18 

Being given the opportunity to learn through doing rather than talking about it too 19 

much has been so useful! 20 
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Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

This project was very different from my current experiences to date, mostly since I 21 

have only been studying any sort of movement for a very short amount of time. 22 

Within the project, honesty and being present and sensitive/open felt vital to me, 23 

since we were exploring communication. This differs from training I am experiencing 24 

as there seems to be less space to recognise the necessity of listening to others - or 25 

there seems less space/time to acknowledge the complexity of listening/being 26 

receptive. 27 

Methods of working – names amnesty32/use of books for those who don’t feel 28 

confident to speak and it being anonymous/bringing together of different levels of 29 

experience all felt really positive because so often in training it is about everyone 30 

being able to do everything all the time or differences being made very obvious? - so 31 

it’s really wonderful and freeing to be in a space where there is acknowledgment of 32 

this without having to request it.  33 

Also never been in a research environment so this was really great to be part of 34 

someone else’s process.  35 

The fact that it was made so easy to join in through a very quick introduction at the 36 

start of each rehearsal and the space you gave for people to feel able to attend when 37 

possible at any stage felt radically different from experiences I have to date. It made 38 

the whole project much more accessible I think. Also being in a space with a 39 

facilitator rather than a teacher is something I haven’t really experienced - this made 40 

for much more autonomy and somehow allowed the feeling that everyone was 41 

assumed capable - rather than being taught something you don’t know - you develop 42 

it through practice. 43 

The similar structure of each rehearsal meant a familiarity that really helped me to 44 

feel capable of developing more understanding and some sort of confidence to 45 

strengthen practical skills. 46 

Practices developed – Differ from experiences in terms of focus of listening and 47 

reciprocating/offering back rather than focussing primarily on what I am doing.  48 

Opening of awareness and something about a space that supports seeing 49 

oneself/experiencing oneself as a part of space rather than just in space. 50 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

It was okay - each rehearsal changed a lot so it felt odd in some way to just present 51 

this once. In the bigger group it felt like there was less change even though we went 52 

on for a longer time. I found it challenging to be seen as part of the project because I 53 

found some parts of what we were doing challenging and I am really grateful to have 54 

been a part of it.  55 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 

There was a moment when I mentioned to you that I was struggling to be the person 56 

to lead someone else and you asked me to keep you moving for one minute and this 57 

 
32 Given the drop-in nature of the sessions there was a “names amnesty” – you could 
ask anyone their name at any time, to avoid awkwardness at not knowing someone’s 
name or forgetting it- BM 
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was something I found very intense - I felt vulnerable/almost immediately like a 58 

failure because of forever being taught to follow and to be good at that, but wanting 59 

to be able to lead very badly. It was an experience that I’m actually very grateful for 60 

but also found really hard! - I think also because of the honesty and immediate 61 

openness required.  62 

 

63 

Participant P 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

I really appreciated the gradual accumulation of information and detail as ideas and 1 

tasks evolved.  I enjoyed the different mix of participants each session, and there 2 

was a great level of experience and embodied understanding present in each 3 

session.  Ways of tuning, listening and perceiving the tasks were interestingly varied 4 

amongst the dancers and this developed into some interesting discussions. 5 

There was a constant development of work happening, so nothing really felt like it 6 

went down a dead alley, but allowed you to gain information with which to then tackle 7 

the next idea. 8 

 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

A sense of speedy assimilation of information with regards to the other dancers and 9 

how to tune differently with each of them. I enjoyed the constant turnover of 10 

partnering with themes and ideas, so each refreshed partnership provided new 11 

embodied perceptions to be experienced. 12 

A good and healthy amount of time spent with each idea/task….not too much 13 

overindulgence with each new exercise, but try it out, experience it, develop it, 14 

maybe accumulate it – and then move on to the next idea. 15 

 A nice sense of focusing in on specific ideas, whilst staying open to the whole room 16 

– so an interesting mix of the very particular and the wider more general 17 

responsive/pro-active engagements. 18 

A good attention to brain activation as themes became more complicated and more 19 

disturbances enabled within the space causing greater necessity for spatial 20 

awareness and detailed awareness. 21 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

Not so different to many other improvisational scores, but the intensity of the ideas 22 

and the potential for expansion with larger groups of people enabled something 23 

exciting to occur within the space. 24 
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Participant R 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

Each session comprising a new constellation of people, expanding and contracting in 1 

number, in experience, in regularity to the project necessitated an openness and 2 

availability in the individual and group to what might happen, to how the propositions 3 

of each session might and did manifest. This state of flux opened up different ways 4 

in which to apply the skills/ principles/ scores that we worked upon each time and set 5 

the scene for the project and it’s themes. There was certainly a building of 6 

intelligence over the course of the project within this elastic group, that developed 7 

and accumulated, facilitating a distributed knowledge that one could draw upon had 8 

you missed a session/s and not start anew each time. As the project progressed this 9 

developed and it was equally interesting to be receiver and beholder of this 10 

knowledge.  11 

An emphasis on skills building, experimenting and exploring, with principles from the 12 

martial body could be drawn but with a refreshing openness and availability of 13 

bringing our ‘dance’ training and all our personal experience to this. There was a 14 

sense unpicking and exploring these principles, with time to reflect upon the context 15 

of Ben’s research on disturbance and dissensus whilst also plenty of room and 16 

encouragement for whatever came up, the practice taking the lead, proposing 17 

feedback and discussion, giving way to a clarity of reflection based on and extending 18 

out from the principles we were exploring. 19 

It was in fact very fluid, exciting to try train and explore these specific skills, all of 20 

which were kinaesthetically very engaging, allowing for and opening up new modes 21 

of contact and ways in which to propose touch, differing force, texture, agency, 22 

desire, disturbance, going with, taking a ride. What came from a relatively simple set 23 

or score was incredibly rich, allowing for both autonomy and a sense of group 24 

building and understanding, an ability developing to absorb more complex dynamics, 25 

forces, and a greater capacity to deal with all of these unknowns.  26 

 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

I could relate some of the skills to some martial training I have experienced, these 27 

skills of receiving, absorbing and sending energy/applying force are incredibly 28 

revealing in the sense that they make visible the gaps in your attention, and in 29 

technique. This training and approach is very technical, refined, nuanced, requiring 30 

an understanding of release, yielding, not doing, of tension, tone, clarity of intention, 31 

and a channelling and an organisation of the body through the mid line, integrating 32 

all of this into one clear gesture. There is an assumption perhaps as dancers that we 33 

have these skills but in my experience our training is quite different. Nonetheless to 34 

apply these skills within an improvised dance context was extremely informative and 35 

engaging, allowing you to free it up and not get too caught up on the technicality of it 36 

and this in itself was a skill that presented itself, a negotiation between the principle 37 

and the practice.  This ability to practice the technical whilst remaining open and 38 

available to what presented itself, all kinds of input, the layering of tasks and 39 

information, disturbances allowed for an elastic and satisfying practice.  40 



Ben McEwen – 2019 – Appendix 2: Participant Feedback 
 

62 
 

Other skills offered a direct route into the body, gliding across surfaces, 41 

simultaneously opening up and creating a proximity, softness, ease, even 42 

vulnerability to each other and the group that offered an availability and malleability 43 

in the work. This could be confronting and even disturbing itself but was so effective 44 

in almost disarming yourself, that it shortcut both yours’ and your partners reflex or 45 

habitual defensive patterns; of keeping one’s partner at arms’ length for instance, 46 

that it offered up a whole new terrain, particularly because again there was always a 47 

sense of agency and responsibility of the individual to not relinquish their weight.  48 

The skills themselves allowing for and training towards, a full range of texture in 49 

sending and receiving force, a push or pull, a sudden shift or drop, a desire to shake 50 

things up, but always with a sense of softness and absorption at the initiation to 51 

access a fuller, sustained and more dynamic strength coupled with a clear, intention, 52 

that could handle and respond to the unknowns, the multiple desires, projections and 53 

mishaps within the group and oneself.  54 

Personally as with a lot of group improvisations a refined sense of listening is also at 55 

the heart of this, this practice in particular heightening this sense of being able to 56 

take advantage of not only where and when to propose something but how in order 57 

to have the desired impact whether smooth or rough.  I saw these as windows of 58 

opportunity presenting themselves, that often provided the answer in how you could 59 

to respond or to act in that moment, an understanding of when you could challenge 60 

something to the best effect or perhaps not.  61 

In fact when it became too heady, there became a block for me, to think and to 62 

project what I wanted to do became impossible. I had to tap into a felt sensation, 63 

trust this and my ability to propose, act or react. This also perhaps just the gap 64 

between assimilating new skills into your work.  65 

 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

(I think I may have touched upon this in the previous question) 66 

I mentioned above this refreshing approach and balance between the martial 67 

approach and the dancing, improvised learning, even spirit perhaps which was so 68 

great. My experience is that it is very difficult to find a balance between the technique 69 

and desired aesthetic or output with a sense of openness to spontaneity, creativity, 70 

expression and dancing the material.  71 

What was interesting about these skills is that because we stayed away from full 72 

weight contact, there was never a feeling of imposition, it felt as a practice very agile 73 

with the possibility of transformation throughout.  74 

A few questions that came up for me that I found really interesting:  75 

How often do we really ‘push’, apply pressure, force, how much are we affected, 76 

inhibited by social convention and politeness, how much are we aware of or perhaps 77 

scared of our own force, and how much of this is in fact down to lacking the 78 

necessary skills to harness these, to channel these positively, to contain these or 79 

direct or receive these safely so as not to cause too much collateral damage. How 80 

far does our awareness extend to the possibilities of our actions?  81 
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Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

In a sense it felt like a very natural development to go into the sharing. As the group 82 

fluctuated in the sessions leading up to it, the sharing proposed simply another set of 83 

parameters in which the practice could easily settle.  84 

What is also interesting however in performance is that there is a different reading of 85 

the practice that comes from within. The practice being seen or witnessed I believe 86 

allows for greater listening and awareness in the group of the possibilities both in 87 

and out of the work. New forms and trajectories are proposed, skills and scores 88 

mutate, evolve, take on new meanings, this is all vey exciting but only however I 89 

believe if there is a reference point, a place in which to return to, a stable and 90 

rigorous foundation. This practice allowed for this flexibility and was incredibly 91 

exciting. 92 

The longer time permits the practice to reveal it’s complexity and diversity, it allowed 93 

the group to settle and find those divergences or moments in between in which 94 

something else can occur or be proposed that comes from the same language and 95 

context, it is not other but born of the same.  96 

 

 

Participant S 

Q1. Could you describe, in your own words, the experience(s) you had 

throughout your participation in this project? 

The project was quite unique in the open structure of participation. I really thought it 1 

gave a specific feeling to my relationship to the project and the group. It was as if the 2 

statement that I was committed to being a member of the group was sufficient, and 3 

therefore that the participation and relationships to other participants and artistic 4 

proposals would also be sufficient. I was aware that this was a logistical idea but I 5 

think it also ended up having a close and important link with the ideas relating to 6 

disturbance embedded in the practice. Another way it felt significant was the parallel 7 

I found between joining the group each session and being part of it in that particular 8 

make up of people and the trust in the practice to work physically closely with varying 9 

types of contact and force. Something to do with being comfortable in the disruption, 10 

letting go of preconceptions that something can only grow if nurtured by the same 11 

people, or in the same way. It felt like a personal and creative risk. It also had the 12 

ability to feel like an achievement, we did it the group formed, practised, developed 13 

things and let things go.  14 

Q2. What skills (if any, and of any kind) did you feel you developed throughout 

your participation in this project? 

I found that the skill I developed was how to work with this physicality - for me it was 15 

forceful (without negative connotations). This came about in a few different ways, I 16 

was able to say yes to that force and ride it’s momentum. I was able to transfer force 17 

into and through other dancing bodies. One way the skill developed was to not focus 18 

on whether the force I would give would be unwelcome, or unclear, or too 19 

prescriptive- but to use the continuum of tools, slug, push etc, and allow the receiver 20 
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to decide how to respond. I enjoyed building trust in my reflex reposes to stronger 21 

forces received from others, something between play fighting and a rollercoaster 22 

ride. I found you Ben, and [Participant R] really comfortable and skilled at using and 23 

moving with this, I learnt a lot from that engagement, through observing and doing.  24 

Q3. How do the practices we developed and methods of working compare to 

your other experiences within dance/movement? 

The most significant comparison for me was the experience of developing slug 25 

techniques. Ben you raised the difference between that and more typical contact 26 

improv type movement. Setting out what it wasn’t with the scope to discover then, if 27 

not this then what? In my experience of dance and contact so far there are two 28 

things which I valued, one was what I perceived to be the truthfulness of sharing 29 

body weight and the other the virtuosity of people who are skilled in contact work. 30 

Exploring this new idea in the slug, having your own weight whilst being in close 31 

proximity and having the surfaces of other dancing bodies available to you was really 32 

thought provoking and illuminating. For me it was exciting, something new, an idea 33 

that I had never worked with almost as if something that I perhaps though of before 34 

as not having a place in contact work suddenly did have. It also challenged a 35 

preconception that non weight bearing contact somehow led to a physicality that was 36 

more formal (form wise), more measured, more set. In this practice the aim to not 37 

weight share could lead us into using, transferring and receiving force - a raw and 38 

vigorous physicality within an open and less formal structure.  39 

Q4. If you were part of the sharing, how was it to do the practices we had 

developed in the context of the sharing (e.g. In front of an audience, with 

sound, in a larger group, for a longer time than usual)? 

The sharing of the practices was so much more than I thought it would be. I actually 40 

find it hard to describe how. The studio performance was absolutely in keeping with 41 

the tone of the practising we had been doing and set up by you Ben with the same 42 

tone discussed in the first section. With that came some anticipation that the energy 43 

would be one of being viewed in a somewhat critical way, this is a documentary of 44 

what we did, come and look inside. Instead I felt an energy of the audience wanting 45 

to see the group function, to see what would play out in this time and space with its 46 

own set of rules and ideas. For me this made it feel very much like a performance, I 47 

was now a member of this ordered group, we were not people/dancers as the 48 

audience were. I did expect the playfulness and direct communication developed in 49 

the practices to remain present, that had been the point, to discover how to move 50 

and dance in this way together, to say yes or no to the tools and forcefulness. 51 

However they also became performative tools, if I used one part of the practice close 52 

to the audience it felt different than if I did it further away. When I was watching 53 

(recovering) at the side I was drawing performative skills to find a moment to say yes 54 

or no to. I found it difficult at these moments not to be drawn to existing 55 

compositional ideas. This was not something that was present when I was involved, 56 

moving and dancing. The idea of learning and developing from the dancing and the 57 

other dancers did not cease at this point, perhaps it was elevated as the energy and 58 

context brought about new energies and assurance in the practices for me and 59 

others. Also it was exhausting!! 60 

Q5. Is there anything else you would like to say? 
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Many thanks, just what I needed at that time.61 
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Appendix 3: Studio Notebooks 

Seven notebooks were brought to every session and were available for participants 
to write in anonymously, or to read previous entries as they wished.  
I have typed the handwritten notebooks up, attempting to preserve some of the 
original format where I feel it aids clarity.  
Each page is numbers as N(notebook number).(page number) 
E.g. N5.4 refers to notebook 5, page 4 
 
 

Notebook 1 

N1.1 
The palm of hand transmits more information than the wrist 
Not getting drawn in to one person whist in contact – continuing to 
acknowledge whole space 
Balance between giving and receiving 
The importance of pause 
When do you  stop thinking about / pre-empting what comes next? Does it 
make things easier? Do you become more flexible to change? – part of my 
biggest challenge when it comes to contact improv. 

 
N1.2 

Facing? Which part? 
What if both touch and follow each other at the same time? I stopped there 
and I wanted to go further in it. 
It’s very distinctive when people have practised passing through beforehand 
or not, because what impacts to people who haven’t perhaps could be what is 
basic to its technique 
Wholeness could be sensed by proximity and balance/out keeping one point 
of stillness 
Receiving/sending/following 
Leading/listening 
What is control? 
What is tuning in? 
Leadership – a role 

 
N1.3 

Invitation curve arch towards and away from the centre 
Keep the body open expanded 
Curiosity provides the evolution 

 
Small invitations 
Slug into inviting 
Push each other 
[?] 
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Notebook 2 

 
N2.1 

Creating grooves 
Spheres upon spheres 
Extending out and absorbing in 

 
Front body, back body, soft, hard, hard, soft 
Projecting sides 

 
Joining and axis 
A certain lag 
A temporal delay as you synch with another 
Or try 
A surprise shift 
A lapse in concentration 
Acceleration between 
Caught out 
Ripples through the body 
A disturbance of unity 
 
A zig zag 
I bring you in 
Leverage 
But you are not quite with me 
Bringing the periphery in 
Holding on – but tensile, light 
Enough to act and react 
A line, a bowl  
[Illustration of horizontal line centrally bisecting an upwards curved line] 

 
 
N2.2 
 

Disturbance opens possibilities 
Disturbance is not opposed to something 
Resistance of not doing 
[Illegible] 

 
 
N2.3 

Surrendering to what is available  
What is 
Is 
 

Multiple input 
Material at play 
 
Politeness – what is the amount of disturbance? 

The greater disturbance? 
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Creating a wall 
A rupture to the flow of disturbance 

Difference between reacting and responding 
 

I choose how to respond 
It is considered 
Spacious perhaps - more reflective 

The physics of reaction 
 
 

N2.4 
Enjoying the clout of the pushing + arriving unexpectedly in contact. 
Forces directed + redirected through others. 
 
Before the disturbance 
The structure disturbs the thought /  
intention ”the before” 
Realising more about the before 
 
 

N2.5 
Real time in nudging 
Trying to be leader//end up following 
Need to listen// never being done 
Naming “leader” role- how long does this term serve as roles change fluidly 
especially when in big groups 
That about my experience of listening with all the surface area and also want 
to communicate? 
Playing with reception of information – antagonist but still not leader but all 
decision makers as some initiations are more obvious but there is a lot of 
noise that you can choose not to listen to but also this lapse in concentration.  
Bouncy call real time analogy useful. Also a space where you can try many 
times of none of these decisions are too precious. 
 
 

N2.6  
Sometimes you can feel other’ frustration and waiting 
But I think in my experience I enjoy the space for this or giving space to this 
somehow. 
In relation to leaders/ anticipation  
Autonomous – but still connected 
Slippery eel 
 
Arching out to come back 

+density 
Bone connection 
Lower legs 
Moving as elephant when you access when the connections of the body 
[Illegible] 
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N2.7 

As dancers letting go always requires trust and honestly within our body and 
the others performers 
 
ALTHOUGH MANIPULATION CAN BE AGREESIVE  
BY GIVING A MUTUAL AUTHORITY IT BECOMES PLEASANT AND 
RESPECTFUL  

 
 

Notebook 3 

N3.1 
OBSERVING HUMAN BEHVIOUR 
How do you respond (do you take time to respond or you react?)  to 
“interaction”? how you respond to a “stranger” 
Patterns in your body, in how you deal with a situation? 
Clarity of intention in communication? 
Giving up, committing, being afraid, following, always following, adapting, 
ignoring, choosing, being chosen, when do [yo]u look? [a]r[e] you breathing? 
[A]r[e] you letting things in? 
Session 2 
It’s more difficult to follow everything in time especially the leader is changing 
orientation. Is that allow to change the hand that putting on someone’s 
shoulder? 
 

N3.2 
Decreased sense of control in your body 
Ways of understanding the shared vocabulary with people that you do not 
know 
How long can you active listening for? When do you loose it? What Happens 
next? 
I feel this work really questions the sense of the world in terms of directions. 
For what to do. I feel there are so many ways and interpretations and layers 
into for example facing one direction, or pushing, or walking that everything 
can be possible. There’s a [?] sense that spans the possibilities whilst we try 
to make sense what make[s] sense in that moment. Every time I encounter 
the exercise I see new ways of accessing it. 
 
 

N3.3 
[Illustration of little circles in a grid, then getting increasingly further away from 
each other],  
 
We are like molecules getting hotter 
“Now you really work with a lot of agencies” they said 
 

Notebook 4 

N4.1 



Ben McEwen – 2019- Appendix 3: Studio Notebooks 

70 
 

Difference between touching shoulder & the martial arts touch [hand edge to 
hand edge] 
-feel much easier sensing your partner with shoulder 
-I was more like feeling the force with pushed or pulled whilst doing the martial 
art touch 
-when you used your whole palm to touch somebody, it’s easy to feel the 
direction, speed and rhythm 
-changing orientation while making the circle is not challenging. But when 
there is another person touching you (especially face to face) I easily get lost. 
-receiving and pushing is most challenging for me. 1) I feel like it required a lot 
of strength to push somebody, especially he is stronger than me. 2) Maintain 
the centre line. 3) Absorb the others force, then use it when I push my partner. 
 
 

N4.2 
The hands together there is a negotiative aspect very much more highlighted 
than just touching the back. And the throwing has a lifting moment about who 
is giving the pull that is quite curious to experience. 
 
The bit where neither party knows who is initiating. 
- 
(what an honour to have someone respond) 
I imagine that when it really starts to work it leads to a bouncy continuous 
dance 
Feels very round 
The inviter struggles to feel that they are not just pushing the listener around 
when the listener actually feels very invited and that there is a lot of 
information to read and act on. 
“mutuality” 
“the concept of leader doesn’t feel appropriate here” 

 
 

N4.3 
The bit where neither party knows who is initiating 
The body must be as honest as possible 
Sometimes it is the brain which doesn’t allow things to happen 
 

Notebook 5 

N5.1 
Micro shifting can evolve into something larger quite easily. Who’s 
receiving/giving interestingly unclear. 
 

N5.2 
Touching, the skin, the most primordial way to communicate in a world in 
which the virtual is primary.  
 
Going back to touch, the unknown negotiation.  
There are moments in which the touch become forceful and [?] moment when 
there is not a need to compromise. 
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People turning in or  
turning people turning out. 
 
A group getting warmer  
Reveal beauty in communication 
Guided by the body 
 
There is no need of words 
The body says it all 
This is what dance is about. Bodies & space… THERE IS NO TIME. 
 

N5.3 
Push… I’m pulling 
Staying ‘in’, catapulted out 
Stopping, being pushed, not being still 
Commitment to group, and task 
 
The tension is the [feeder?] for the whole dynamic of conversation between 
the group 
The body adaptability in tension seems to be restricted in response, but 
maybe it’s not. 
 
 

N5.4 
The pleasure of new pressures pushing on unexpected places – how quickly 
we can be  comfortable taking risks with each other… just about to get 
deeper!  
Reaction ↔ response 
Response as spatious (spatial?) 
A fattening of time 
But can also be so instinctive that it’s instantaneous 
What part to instinct, history, ambition, emotion, desire all play? 
I guess they are always in the mix… 
How long until we are no longer polite? 
 
 

N5.5 
With no recovery mode, the constancy of re-organising a form  
Different modes of disruption, energetically, rhythmically – create dissonance 
that’s seeking resolution 
Two (or more) bodies working off each other 
Creating – enabling space within a yielding into & away – to remain with, 
centre involved, inviting.  
 
 

N5.6 
The disruption can become an invitation you feel engaged/valued in this 
disruption/invitation. It is tempting to escalate, enjoyment , satisfaction, 
excitement, being involved 
Other ways to see +listen. Re tune with another “receiver” 
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N5.7  
 What does success look like 

Leg-listening 
Can’t cheat – it has to work because I (the leader) am also ‘at stake’ 
Leader & follower        on the ‘same side’ 
Pusher Listener 
 
 

Notebook 6 

N6.1 
Front body connection – opposite forces meeting 
Back body connection – complicit “encounter” of forces, one continuation of 
the other 
 
From the individual to the group. Keeping attention and developing/modifying 
intention 
 
Between yes and no touch 
The touch affects the intention 
If it slips, then the intention to throw gets lost 
 
It’s interesting we follow the flow of the “push” and at the same time we can 
choose to leave and replace. 
 

N6.2 
A circle within a circle 
Awareness [sic] of people and their/our interactions 
 
No right or wrong, but rather the honesty of the moment and the action 
Looping/repetition/ layers 
Not a single individual, but a group 
 
Questioning what’s facing – what gives you the facing? 
How do you approach the game? 
 
 

N6.3 
Is that alright to choose “not moving! When someone is pushing you? 
There is a moment I tried to push a person and she didn’t move. I was like “oh 
my gosh! What should I do?” I definitely enjoy it. I was questioning myself 
“is she disturbing me? OR 
“am I disturbing her?” 
 
As soon as there are multiple tasks/goals individuals prioritise different things 
at different times – I guess depending on their journey 
 

N6.4 
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Sometimes it is hard to read when it’s so small, but fractal sounds good. I feel 
like I float in ambiguity but that can be okay 
Ben is actually the main disturbing element to stimulations 
 
 

N6.5 
Touching = compromise  
Leaders are really listener[s] 
The leader always end up the chourous [chorus] 
Letting go 
Retraining your thought process 
Different vocabulary  
There is nothing wrong about initiating  
Energy and connection 
Grace  
 
 

Notebook 7 

N7.1 
Today the ꝏ circular paths drawn into the space recalled me Passing 
Through. I though focussed on instead of referencing actually let it happen 
whatever the proposal was happening right here and now. 
I feel the instants are very sensitive to touch and space, group space. 
The negotiation and organic decision making involved in the exercises 
facilitates to expand the awareness to the touch qualities beyond or through 
relationships  
Collectivity producing systems SYMPOIESIS 
Potential for surprising changes 
Response. 
Contain the seeds for potential other 
 
 

N7.2 
Centre       periphery 
Success is not necessarily succeeding 
 
Inviting in – direction out/away singular if the structure is of a particular can 
the out/away have multiple directions? 
Receiving through (a point) place of contact that seem to disperse in 
fractals… 
 
 

N7.3 
What is our perception/idea/anticipation of a type of resolution/ solution  
Courseways/pathways – of dynamism?! 
 
The dynamism of time… 
The time of dynamism… 
The course of an event 
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The process of repatterning…reactions…tendencies 
Tone 
Shared 
 
Dynamic [cogs?] with multiple dynamics  
Time/textual timings 
 
 

N7.4 
Repatterning the thinking 
A [?] send and throw 
Most interesting when you do not realise you are being received and send, 
continuous flow of weight transfer through the other’s centre. 
 
Not making the touch [?] for you to send makes much more interesting 
relationships between one group and unsettles or surprises your expectations 
so that the receiving, sending and following is then not able to be controlled 
by you, or to try to predict where you may go 
Eyes; in the group I felt I [?] much more open and [?] to make myself more 
available and aware.
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Appendix 4: Interview with Michael Picknett 

 

Transcription (with permission) from audio file by Ben McEwen (BM) 

Sound file MP 1 

00:00 MP: There was a thing about watching the movement, in terms of sound I Was 1 

trying to keep that a kind of level energy, average energy, so if there was a lot of 2 

movement I would do less sound.  3 

00:20 In terms of what I was actually like physically doing. I was using a lot of effects 4 

to sustain, because the bass is pretty percussive, so it makes a sustained sound 5 

world. But in terms of average, so it can have punctuations in it, but it makes a sort 6 

of average sustain, but then using this to sift between intensities I suppose, then 7 

playing with the rate of change, so it can be extremely fast, like you suggested, or 8 

quite slower. 9 

01:07 I think in the rehearsals I was really playing with different sound worlds and 10 

seeing what worked with what you were doing. And in the end it turned out the more 11 

abstract and noise-based things were more effective. Because otherwise if you play 12 

chords or melodic things it’s too sweet. Sort of inviting something to hang on, a hook 13 

to hang onto it, so sound worlds was much more where I was going with it. 14 

Unfortunately we didn’t have a lot of rehearsals together right? Two… 15 

[BM and PM discuss how many rehearsals it was. It was two.] 16 

01:59 MP: I didn’t really have a huge grasp on your tasks, or exactly what you were 17 

doing movement-wise, so I was going more with the level of activity in the room and 18 

trying to counter that. 19 

02:17 BM: But I quite enjoyed that aspect of it, that the audience was seeing it for the 20 

first time, and you were kind of a mediator, you were also sort of seeing it for the first 21 

time, providing the way that you were watching through making sound. [That] could 22 

be a way of the audience watching it as well, for the first time. 23 

02:43 MP: If you’re performing for dance, especially with what I was doing that was 24 

screen-based and bass based, with a mixer as well, so there’s a lot of things to look 25 

at. So you tend to glance up and get a snapshot of what’s going on and then play 26 

around with what you’ve got. But also this sort of improvisation, this noise-based 27 

thing, is a lot of experimenting with things, I don’t exactly know what sound it’s going 28 

to make. So it makes a sound then you’ve got to work from that, so this is the sound 29 

I’ve got, maybe I could do it again slower, or maybe I could move it on a string. I kind 30 

of know roughly what it will do, but not exactly what it will do. 31 

03:42 BM: Well, that sounds really in keeping with what we were doing physically 32 

[Laughter]. That principle of not having a clear sense of the effect of what you do, but 33 

still doing something.  34 

03:51 MP: So I had, in terms of technically what I had, I had eight manipulations that 35 

I set up on eight channels, because I have eight channels. So I can move between 36 

these different manipulations, and then my input from the bass can change, so it 37 

keeps things interesting. I did think originally I would record stuff and play it back, but 38 

in the end I didn’t actually do it. 39 

04: 22 BM: Everything was live. 40 
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04:23 MP: Everything was live, and then captured by the… because a lot of it was 41 

granular delays. 42 

04:32 BM: Maybe just explain briefly what a granular delay is.  43 

04:36 MP: So a normal delay would play exactly what you played but later. A 44 

granular delay just randomly chooses bits of sound and plays it later, but you can 45 

also tell it to play it slower or repeat it several times, and then make layers of these 46 

things, so it will be randomly grabbing things and vomiting them back. 47 

04:58 BM: Again, quite similar to our physical practice! [Laughter] 48 

05:02 MP: Yeah, I just felt in terms of not knowing what you were doing, there was a 49 

moment were the interaction between us was a bit… it could be something that could 50 

be explored more.  51 

05:20 BM: Yeah, I would agree, I felt it was really great to have you along for the 52 

sharing, for that particular framework, but for you to actually be integrated into the 53 

practices that we were doing would require more time and more investigation. So, 54 

yeah, hopefully the money will come through. [Laughter] 55 

05:47 MP: But I think it’s super interesting sometimes to play for things you’re not 56 

sure what’s going. And then also with this sort of improvisation it’s a question of 57 

getting to know people as well, we do the open jams where you get worse to playing 58 

with strangers when you’re performing improvisations it’s good to know the people 59 

otherwise you… 60 

06:24 BM: Maybe for the record it’s good to note for the record that Mike [Michael 61 

Picknett] and I have known each other and worked together for a long time, so 62 

maybe in inviting you I already had a sense of what you might be interested in… 63 

06:31 MP: I’ve never worked in your work before… 64 

06:34 BM: I’ve never made work before! [Laughter]  65 

[…] 66 

06:41 MP I think that’s the thing, I know you personally, and I know you as a dancer, 67 

but not so much as a maker, what you’re kind of interested in. 68 

Sound File MP 2 

00:00 MP: We were talking about nothingness Ben. [Laughter] 69 

00:05 BM: We were talking about the effort no make nothingness when the default 70 

state is something. 71 

00:11 MP: Because you’re present, your bodies are always present so you’re always 72 

physically there, so making nothingness is actually a conscious effort. 73 

00:21 BM: And I guess a theatrical device, you kind of have to act nothingness 74 

00:29 MP: I’m also physically there, but I’m less present, less visible. 75 

00:32 BM: But that’s also a choice in terms of the stages 76 

00:36 BM: But I mean, where I was, if you looked that way you would see me  77 

00:41 BM: You were mediating audience and performers, you were on the border, on 78 

the threshold  79 

00:45 MP: No man’s land. In terms of the silences that was a crucial idea right? To 80 

start in silence I thought that was useful. The idea of having a timing mechanism, 81 

that’s one other aspect that I pre-programmed. 82 

01:07 BM: And that was the same for us as well, we knew how long it was going to 83 

be. 84 
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01:17 MP: So that was, for future Ben: It was twenty-seven minutes of room noise 85 

that grew present over twenty-seven minutes then cut out. But in the performance it 86 

kind of happened when you were very busy and I think these moments got lost, 87 

they’re things if they work, they work, if they don’t it doesn’t matter. So that was once 88 

aspect of silence I was playing with, the other was to start in silence. Which I think is 89 

nice because it makes a kind of staggered start. You were keen on things not 90 

coinciding, unlike in classical dance 91 

02:11 BM: I guess I’d kind of hope, the format of the sharing, I’d expected it to be 92 

more drop in, people coming in and out, but actually people just stayed. 93 

02:17 MP: There was a flow problem. 94 

02:21 BM: I don’t know if people got trapped in there or they didn’t want to leave. I 95 

hope it’s the latter, but could well have been the former. But I think it also worked 96 

nicely, when I watch back the video, that as the audience is coming in and making 97 

noise and talking and rustling paper, and as that kind of settles you come in, so 98 

there’s a sort of passing of noise from the audience to you. And I think maybe that 99 

helped the audience feel this was something they could really get into. That 100 

progression. 101 

03:00 MP: Well there’s always that thing when you start before the audience enters 102 

or is ready, and it’s kind of like something that’s always been going on. Then you’re 103 

entering a space instead of waiting for the space to start. It’s different. Maybe this 104 

concept of noise floor is useful. When you have the noise, the generally background 105 

noise. 106 

03:31 BM: The room tone, the room sound? 107 

03:34 MP: In terms of an audience it would be that rustling. And playing with that 108 

noise floor we were bring it in subtly with the room tone. Maybe there’s that idea of a 109 

consistency in the audioscape or landscape, or the kind of performative landscape 110 

more generally, even though there was shapes in it, if something was present, 111 

everything else was down, balanced. Which also can help to make the ending work. 112 

The average goes down. 113 
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Appendix 5: Open call and Information Sheet 

 

Open Call 

Open Call-Out for dancers for Ben McEwen’s MA Research 

Hello! 

I’m looking for some people to join me in research for my MA in Creative Practice at 

TrinityLaban. 

We’ll be looking at ways that group dance improvisations can be models for acting 

both within a group, and as a group, in the presence of dissensus and disturbance. 

We’ll be drawing on ideas from dance, martial arts, ecology and politics. 

What will we do? In the sessions we’ll be doing lots of improvising together! I’ll lead 

the research by proposing specific tasks and directions, but due to the nature of the 

research it’s essential that you bring your own interests, interpretations and voice to 

the work.  Skills we will draw on and develop throughout the research will include 

group and individual decision making, playfulness, compositional and relational 

skills, and both creating and responding to disturbances. We will discuss ways that 

these skills developed in the studio might relate to wider ecological, political and 

social issues. 

What’s in it for you? Well, we’ll do a lot of dancing! The physical research will be 

placed under a creative commons licence, meaning all participants will be free to 

continue to use and develop the work we do. As Donna Haraway says, to “Iterate, 

deviate, elaborate” on it to your hearts’ content! 

When: There will be approximately 10 two-hour sessions throughout May, June and 

July, most likely during the evenings at TrinityLaban, Deptford. It would be great if 

you could commit to at least half of them, as well as the final sharing on the 18th or 

19th July (TBC) 

I’m ideally looking for participants with a fair amount of dance experience, or who are 

currently in full-time dance training. 

You must be over 18 to participate. 

Please do get in touch with me if you’d like any more information, or have any 

questions. 
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Information Sheet for Participants 

 
Rendering capable through dissensus and disturbance: An investigation in 
group improvisation 
Not the most exciting title, I know! 
MA research/Ben McEwen 
Many thanks for your interest in being part of this project, which is part of my MA in 

Creative Practice at TrinityLaban. Below is some information about what we’ll be 

doing, and some important information about your participation. Please read it 

carefully and do ask if you have any questions (in person or via the contact details 

below).  

The aim of the project is to research the ways that group dance improvisation 

practices can be models for acting both within a group, and as a group, in the 

presence of dissensus and disturbance. We’ll be drawing on ideas from dance, 

martial arts, ecology and politics. The main research method will be group 

improvisation practices and verbal and written reflections on the process.  

Dissensus is a term in politics to denote a lack of consensus, of agreement. In much 
contemporary politics it seems to me dissensus is manifesting as a barrier to 
collective action rather than something for collective action to be based on. I’m taking 
the notion of disturbance from ecology, for example Anna Tsing defines disturbance 
as “a change in environmental conditions that causes a pronounced change in an 
ecosystem […] disturbance is always in the middle of things: the term does not refer 
us to a harmonious state before disturbance. Disturbances follow other 
disturbances". (Tsing, 2015, p. 160) 
When: The sessions will take place throughout May, June and early July, most likely 

in the evenings at TrinityLaban. If you choose to join this project I’d like you to 

commit to at least 6 out of the 12 two-hour sessions, to a tech run during the w/c 15th 

July and to the final studio sharing on the 18th or 19th July 2019 (TBC). I am also 

looking for a few people who can commit to all or most of the sessions, to provide 

some continuity to the research. If you can’t make the final sharing, but are still 

interested in being part of the research that’s probably going to be ok, just let me 

know sooner rather than later! 

What: The sharing on the evening of the 18th or 19th July at TrinityLaban will be a 20-

40min session in a studio, we will share some of the practices we have been 

developing. The sharing will be part of a mixed bill evening of other pieces and 

presentations. Admission for audiences is free, but must be booked in advance.  

You: In the sessions we’ll be doing lots of improvising! I’ll lead the research by 

proposing specific tasks and directions, but due to the nature of the research it’s 

essential that you also bring your own interests, interpretations and voice to the 

work. My role is to collect data (of many kinds!) rather than teach or choreograph.  

Skills we will draw on and develop throughout the practice will include compositional 

and relational skills, cooperation and provoking and responding to disturbances. The 

work will be placed under a creative common licence, so all participants will be able 

to use and develop the work we do if they wish. 

I’m ideally looking for around 12 people; a mixture of dance students, recent 

graduates and experienced dancers.  
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No one in the project is being paid for their time or expertise. TrinityLaban is 

providing the studio space and tech support. Just to be clear- I don’t choreograph, so 

this will not lead to potential job opportunities, is not a way of getting exposure and is 

not me doing research for a piece with free labour! I will try to keep this as a group-

learning, community-building and skill-share environment. 

Wellbeing 

We will be working with disturbance and dissensus, which may at times place 

pressure on us to draw on and develop physical, relational, attentional and 

compositional dance skills. The line of investigation will not overtly involve notions of 

identity, personality, history, gender, sexuality etc. However, I will not assume that 

these can or should be separated from one’s dancing, or assume how each of us will 

engage with a given practice. So I will try to create and maintain an environment in 

which you can feel safe, supported, able to express yourself as you wish, not be 

asked to do anything you’re not comfortable with and to be able to say no without 

needing to justify yourself. I ask that if you join that you support this working 

environment too! You are free to stop participating in the project at any time without 

giving reason or notice. 

Data 

Data that will be collected will be videos, photos and audio recordings of what we do 

and say, and I will also ask participants for some written reflections. This data will be 

made anonymous and will be stored either in a locked cabinet (for hard copies), or in 

password protected files (digital copies). The data will be stored for 3-5 years then it 

will be deleted/destroyed. All participants will have access to a final report of the 

research. Interviewees will be able to see how their data is used before the MA is 

submitted; to have the chance to comment and request any changes, clarifications or 

removals desired. The information (data) collected will be treated as anonymous and 

confidential. Only the researcher/choreographer, supervisor and Head of 

Department/Programme Leader will have access to it. 

If there is an aspect of the study which concerns you, you may make a complaint via 

myself or my supervisor; Henrietta Hale, see below for contact details. 

The Trinity Laban Research Ethics Committee has reviewed and approved the 

Project 

Contact Details 

Ben McEwen [email address removed] 

If you wish to speak to someone from TrinityLaban about this project other than 
myself please contact the below: 
Henrietta Hale (Supervisor) [email address removed] 
Naomi Lefebvre Sell (Programme Leader) [email address removed]
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Appendix 6: Ethical considerations 

 

General considerations for studio practice 

Space: I will ensure safe and pleasant physical working conditions, in line with 

Equity’s Health and Safety guidelines, (‘Equity - Health and Safety pdf’, n.d.). 

Who: All participants will be over the age of 18 as a criteria for involvement, and will 

volunteer from an open call-out for a student project looking for professional-level 

dancers (those who have completed a recognised Higher Education qualification in 

Dance, are currently completing such a course, or have extensive experience of 

working in a professional dance environment). A questionnaire will check that they 

are fit to undertake rigorous dancing, or in the case of previous injury that a way can 

be found to accommodate that. There will be opportunities for them to tell me of any 

access needs, and again these will be accommodated as far as possible.  

Participants will be as fully informed as possible about the aims and methodologies 

of the project before joining and will be part of any discussion regarding any changes 

as the research evolves. It will be clear that they can cease their involvement at any 

point and they will be informed of the channel through which to make any complaint.  

The participants will be able to see any quotes, pictures, or videos before submission 

and have the option to ask for their removal. Anonymity will be used when collecting 

and presenting data unless myself and the participant both feel it is appropriate for 

them to be credited by name. They will have access to a final report. The data 

gathered from the labs will be protected, stored and destroyed in line with the TL 

Guidelines for completing an Ethics Application for Research Involving Human 

Participants pdf on moodle.  

Outcomes: I will place the studio-based work under a Creative Commons Licence, 

meaning that myself and the participants can continue to use and develop the 

emergent practices within our own work if we wish. I will not be paying the 

participants so I hope that this open-source approach will go a little way to 

compensating them for their skills and time. 

Working environment: I foresee the work staying within contemporary dance 

practices, and that the work will draw on the physical, relational, attentional and 

compositional skills of the participants, rather than anything overtly involving their 

identity, personality, history, gender, sexuality etc. However I will not assume that 

these can or should be separated from one’s dancing, or assume how each 

individual will engage with a given practice, so I will try to create and maintain an 

environment in which the participants can feel safe, supported, able to express 

themselves as they wish and able to say no without needing to justify themselves.  

The participants will have physical danger to themselves minimised as much as is 

possible within a dance studio context. They will never be asked to do any 

movement, movement state or provide any information that they are not comfortable 

with, and as we will be improvising the movement will be sourced from them. There 

will be sufficient breaks (at least 10mins each two hours) and enough time between 

sessions to allow for recovery. I will promote a working atmosphere in which the 

participants feel empowered to say if they feel uncomfortable.  
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I will draw on 8 years of teaching dance in a wide variety of settings, and my study of 

safe practice (e.g. I am an England Athletics Coach in Running Fitness) to check that 

the participants are moving and interacting safely, and take steps immediately if 

judged necessary. 

I have Public Liability Insurance (PLI) through Equity that covers me in case of 

issues within a dance context. I will encourage all participants to have similar cover 

along with their own health insurance. 

Reference List 

Creative Commons Website. (n.d.). Retrieved 11 March 2019, from 

https://creativecommons.org/ 

 

Equity - Health and Safety. (n.d.). Retrieved 11 March 2019, from 

https://www.equity.org.uk/at-work/health-and-safety/
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Appendix 7: Consent form  

 
Rendering capable through dissensus and disturbance: An investigation in 
group improvisation 
MA project/Ben McEwen 

Please tick in each box, ask if you have any questions or anything is unclear 
 

 I confirm I am over 18 years old. 

 I agree to take part in this study and to be part of the studio sharing on the 
18th or 19th July 2019 at TrinityLaban. 

 I have been informed and understand the nature of this study (please see 
information sheet provided, or feel free to ask any questions you might have). 

 I understand that I can withdraw my participation at any time without giving 
notice or reason 

 I am prepared to undertake the rigorous dance-based activities this study will 
require and am aware of the inherent risks from that. 

 I understand that my contributions (physical, verbal and written) will be 
anonymised for use within the study unless a different agreement is made 
between myself and Ben McEwen. 

 
 
Please print your name, sign and date below: 
 
Signature of participant:                                                                     Date: 
 

 

Print Name: 

 

 

Appendix 8: Cascades Video 

A video of the first 22 minutes of Cascades is submitted alongside this document as 

an .mp4 video file. The video is also available at www.benmcewen.co.uk 


