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Summary
Drawing on post-positivist and new paradigm research methodologies, I 

examine the Maya Lila project of Irish contemporary dancer and choreographer 

Joan Davis. In Maya Lila, Davis places somatic practices usually used in a 

therapeutic context into the sphere of public performance. As a result, 

psychoanalytic theory provides useful insights for understanding the operation of 

the dynamic relationships which inform this type of performance, particularly the 

“co-creative” element of her work. In addition, I consider how the Irish social and 

cultural context has impacted Davis’ exploration of body, movement, language, 

and space in Maya Lila. At the same time, researching Davis’ background with 

the company Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre (DCDT) and her somatic 

approach in Maya Lila reveals the influence of international trends in dance on 

her approach to performance. Theories of globalisation and postmodern theory 

thus provide a framework for understanding Davis’ work as it interacts with the 

global field.

I argue that Davis’ somatic approach provides tools for developing 

movement capacity and dealing with personal material as it arises in the 

rehearsal process. I also suggest that in Maya Lila, Davis develops a mode of 

autobiographical performance that is negotiated between audience and 

performers, as each participant is involved in co-creating the performances. 

Further, I emphasise how the centrality of audience involvement in Maya Lila 

means that my subjectivity has been strongly evoked in the research. Along with 

attending Davis’ training and performances, I have developed a practice-based 

research project which examines the body as subjectively perceived and 

externally experienced in hospital environments, drawing on autobiographical 

material and Davis’ movement approach. As a participant in Davis’ Maya Lila 

project on many levels, I do not set out to provide an “objective” reading of her 

work. I propose that acknowledging my subjective engagement with the research 

is essential in framing the results as one possible reading of Maya Lila. While I 

suggest that I offer a valid analysis of Davis’ work, I note my impact on the 

research findings through my participation, selection of material and choice of 

theoretical lenses.
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Witnessing

Sitting, waiting, feeling, touching, reaching, seeing into, out of, around, 

somewhere in between

I’m focussing on what is at the heart o f my many impulses

To feel my way forward, nervously noting my own awakening responses

I ’m dashing, crawling, flattened, overturned, questioning, frightened, nothing, 

spectacular

It is possible for me to be in movement and see my movement, it is possible to 

notice what is happening around me without judging too harshly the state of 

myself and what I ’m at or what I ’m trying to do

It’s possible to choose a new route, but on the other hand also to see the desire 

to cut myself off, to see myself expose the will to stop, be arrested, self- 

disciplined, organised, retracting

And then go on with the drive to move forward or pull back, or all o f everything I 

can find and collect brought together. I am lost but following something, a thread 

o f something, o f awareness, o f listening, o f waiting, o f hoping

That there is something more, but that there is something at all, to be pursuing 

among the mess of tossing and turning and disappearing and reappearing 

histories, memories, impulses, drives

I am dancing with it all and I ’m not sure where I ’m going but I’m sitting and 

waiting and I ’m writing, surprisingly. I ’m writing
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Introduction: Researching Maya Lila

Gorse Hill amphitheatre, photograph by Kevin Logan

14



I first came across the work of Joan Davis after reading an article she 

wrote in Inside Out, an Irish psychotherapy journal.^ Davis wrote about her desire 

to find direct expression from movement that was different from techniques she 

had learned as a dancer. Her approach challenged styles of physical theatre that 

I had encountered as an actor, based on regulating and controlling the body. I 

had developed a curiosity for movement through attending workshops with the 

Blue Raincoat Theatre Company from my home town of Sligo. The company 

worked through Etienne Decroux’s corporeal mime, breaking down the possible 

movements available to each body part. By the time I read Davis’ article, I had 

begun to wonder about movement that could be discovered by following the 

internal sensations of the body rather than applying external techniques. “Maya 

Lila” is the title Davis has given to her movement project which explores the use 

of the somatic movement forms in a creative context. Somatic movement is often 

used as a therapeutic tool with clients in developing the relationship between 

body and mind to open up movement capacity. In her training workshops, Davis 

facilitates the exploration of somatic practices with groups of diverse participants 

including therapists, performers, yoga teachers and those generally interested in 

exploring the body. In the performances, Davis works with professional dancers, 

exploring the uses of somatic practices in site-specific, interactive performances. 

After reading her article, I contacted Davis to take part in a practical session with 

her, and I have continued to attend workshops with her throughout the research 

process. It is interesting that I first found information on Davis’ work through her 

writing, as it represents the cyclical process of action, reflection and articulation 

that takes place during Maya Lila. Like Davis, I attempt to intertwine elements of 

practice, reflection and articulation within my research, and each part of the 

research cycle informs the next. In the thesis, I draw out ways of understanding 

Maya Lila through examining the combination of language and the body, body 

and mind, subject and object, performer and audience, body and place.

 ̂ Davis, “Maya Lila -  Movement and Art Perspective”, Inside Out: the Journal for the Irish 
Association for Humanistic and Integrative Psychotherapy 43, no. 2 (2004): 48-61.
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Aims of the Thesis
My research process began with some initial questions which have shaped 

the direction of my investigation. What is meant by “somatic practices”? How and 

why does Davis use these somatic forms in a performance context? What are the 

ethical issues that arise out of this practice? What does this approach have to 

offer performance and training practices? How can we read these performances 

-  as ritual, community theatre, or dance performance? As an audience member, 

what do I take away with me at the end of the day? The thesis is structured 

around a number of central concerns that emerge from these questions. In 

Chapter One, I discuss Davis’ work with Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, in 

order to provide a cultural and historical background for Davis’ approach. The 

theme of body and language is uncovered in this chapter, offering a point of 

reference for later writing on somatic practice in Maya Lila. Chapter Two focuses 

on describing somatic practices and how they are used by Davis. In addition, I 

explore Michel Foucault’s writing on discipline in order to compare the somatic 

approach with more disciplinary attitudes to the body in performance. The use of 

autobiographical material in performance is the focus of Chapter Three, 

examined primarily through “object relations” psychoanalytic theory. Finally, in 

Chapter Four, I analyse the use of space in Maya Lila, where Davis invites mobile 

performers and audience members to interact with the performance. This chapter 

describes ideas of place, home and community in Maya Lila and I describe 

possible directions for the future of the performances arising from these changes.

I have sought to find methods to document and analyse Maya Lila as an 

interdisciplinary project, which is based in dance practice but spans across 

theatre, art, music, community art/politics and therapeutic practices. Somatic 

studies is central to Davis’ work, and it examines how the body and mind work 

together to form movement. The term “somatic” literally translates as “of the 

body”, and I base my use of the concept on how the umbrella term has been 

used in body and movement therapies since the 1970s. Somatic studies offer a 

means for understanding the ideas behind the Maya Lila performances, 

describing the physical and psychological grounding of the work. In addition to 

this, I provide a cultural and historical analysis of the development of 

contemporary dance in Ireland and Davis’ position within the field. In this way, I
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trace the impact of Irish history and international developments in dance on Maya 

Lila, expanding the scope of my research beyond the field of somatics. From her 

time with Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, Davis travelled abroad to train 

and brought new dance practices into the country through offering residencies to 

international choreographers. Considering Davis’ exploration of postmodern 

dance practices, postmodern theory provides a framework within which to 

understand Davis’ aims in challenging the norms of dance and inviting the 

audience to create their own meanings from the performances. In her work with 

Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre and her current Maya Lila project, Davis 

has resisted notions of the dancer’s youthful and athletic “ideal body”, along with 

challenging hierarchical approaches to dance-making. This continues in her 

Maya Lila performances as she invites the audience to become co-creators of the 

performances and develop their own understanding of the work.

In Maya Lila, the performers and audience are part of a field of 

subjectivities that inform the performances. Sandra Reeve describes how an 

“ecological” attitude to performance emphasises “training movers to experience 

their unique shifting selves as part of a context, to feel themselves at any given 

moment as beings situated within a wider ecology.”  ̂ In Maya Lila, the audience 

are encouraged to be creative interpreters of the performance, and to use the 

material presented for their own purposes. The levels of audience participation 

vary and dancer Mary Nunan suggests that the role of the audience is undefined 

because Maya Lila is an emergent practice. The role of the audience is 

addressed through experiments as Nunan notes;

If what Maya Lila is doing is proposing another kind of experience, the 
question is how do you really prepare people? I think that’s been very 
central a lot of the time, you know, meeting people, people bringing food 
and spending the day, and sometimes even the walk into the garden. 
Every single year there was a different way to address how to make 
people really be supported to enter into a kind of new experience.^

While inviting the audience to participate and try out diverse roles, they are also

guided into the process in order to facilitate this new experience. The paradox of

creating boundahes in order to explore new behaviours continually recurs as I

 ̂ Reeve, “The Ecological Body" (Ph.D. thesis, University of Exeter),12. See also Kershaw, 
Theatre Ecology.
 ̂Nunan, in discussion with the author, March 2009.
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examine the Maya Lila workshops and performances. It is difficult in this sense to 

define the role and activities of the audience in Maya Lila, other than describing 

the different possibilities, although in practice the audience often slip between 

roles. The practice of witnessing, which I describe in the next chapter, is central 

to understanding the reflective capacity in motion, as awareness to somatic 

responses can evoke physical impulses. All of the other roles including host, 

spectator, participant, attendee, community member and so on, stem from 

individual responses to the role of “witnessing” which Davis facilitates in the 

performances.

My understanding of Maya Lila comes from my personal interaction within 

the “ecological” field. From my perspective, I have attended as a workshop 

participant and have hosted at performances. These are more active roles, as my 

participation and responses have informed the development of Maya Lila in 

subtle ways. In addition, through the practice, I learned that my body did not 

simply exist to complete tasks, but rather I inhabited it and body/mind worked 

together to make choices. I’m not sure this happens for other audience- 

participants in the performances, but perhaps this is why I have come to 

understand the field of Maya Lila as a realm of choice, even though there are 

clear boundaries and form surrounding the performance event. This informs my 

research process, as I acknowledge how researcher and researched become 

part of an interconnected sphere. As a participant-researcher in Maya Lila, I 

affect the development of the work at the same time as it influences me. My 

engagement with Maya Lila informs the thesis and the practice-based research 

which will accompany it. Since the research outcomes unfold from my subjective 

connections with Maya Lila, the thesis is not “final". My understanding of the work 

is constantly evolving, and I hope the thesis allows the reader the possibility for 

further imaginings and re-readings.

Background: Joan Davis and Maya Lila

Davis took tap, ballroom and folk dance classes as a child and performed 

with an Israeli folk dancing group as an adult. She began contemporary dance 

training at the age of 29 (after having three children), taking classes with 

American dancer Terez Nelson who taught Martha Graham technique in a 

basement studio in Monkstown, Co. Dublin. In 1975, Nelson staged a small
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performance at St. Marks on Pearse Street in Dublin, where Davis made her 

debut as a contemporary dancer. Davis and Nelson later taught together, and 

also put on performances at the Project Arts C en treH ow ever, this partnership 

did not last and Davis began travelling to the London School of Contemporary 

Dance for intensive training sessions every fortnight. In 1977, Davis set up Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Studio (DCDS) with Karen Callaghan. At DCDS, both Davis 

and Callaghan taught and organised small performances with the dancer Finola 

Cronin, who later worked with Pina Bausch. They also set up Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Theatre (DCDT), the professional performance company 

which toured regularly within Ireland and abroad. Callaghan departed to New 

York to study with Merce Cunningham, although she returned occasionally to 

choreograph works for the company. The core members of DCDT with Joan 

Davis from 1980 included Robert Connor and Loretta Yurick, who now run Dance 

Theatre of Ireland. Other members of the company at different times included 

Mary Nunan (Daghda Dance/ University of Limerick), Paul Johnson (MaNDaNCe/ 

Dance Ireland), Ruth Way (University of Plymouth) and Judy Cole (London 

School of Contemporary Dance), as well as others who joined for shorter periods. 

Finola Cronin comments on contemporary dance in Ireland, “All that we see here 

today comes, in some way, shape or form, out of Joan Davis’s work.”  ̂ Likewise, 

Paul Johnson says that “it is due to the tenacity and visionary work of DCDT co

founder Joan Davis that we have a dance culture. Many of our current dance 

personalities -  Mary Nunan, Finola Cronin, Gaye Tanham, Catherine Nunes, 

Robert Connor and Loretta Yurick among others can trace their dance heritage 

back to DCDT and its studio.”® These acknowledgements indicate the 

contribution Davis has made to establishing contemporary dance in Ireland.

Information from Ronit Lentin, “Dance, the Modern W ay”, The Irish Times, March 14, 1985, 
DCDT programmes and posters, and interviews with Davis.
 ̂ Cronin, in Irish Moves: An Illustrated History of Dance and Physical Theatre in Ireland, ed. 

Mulrooney, 264.
® Johnson, “Dancing in the Darl<”, Irish Theatre Magazine 3, no. 12 (2002): 35. Gaye Tanham was 
Dance and Opera Officer at the Arts Council of Ireland but is currently Head of Young People, 
Children and Education; Catherine Nunes is founder of the Dublin Dance Festival (previously 
International Dance Festival Ireland.)
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Poster for Dublin Contemporary Dance Studio 

In 1989, the Arts Council of Ireland cut financial support for a number of 

dance companies including DCDT. Taking a break from professional dance 

practice, Davis pursued her interest in movement as a therapeutic tool through 

her study of a number of somatic forms. Thomas Hanna introduced the term 

“somatics” in the 1970s to describe his approach to physical therapy, which laid 

emphasis on the client as an active agent in developing sensory awareness and 

motor skills. Hanna states that “curing and treating are what is done to a passive 

patient -  an external engineering feat that goes from the outside to the inside. 

Sensory-motor remembering is an educational procedure, done by an active 

person -  an internal somatic feat that goes from inside the brain to the muscle 

system.”  ̂ Travelling to the UK and America, Davis trained in the somatic forms 

Authentic Movement, Body-Mind Centering, Process Oriented Psychology and 

Hakomi therapy. During the 1990s, Davis worked with individuals in a therapeutic 

capacity and also ran groups exploring the links between the arts and therapeutic 

practices. In 1999, Davis received funding from the Arts Council of Ireland to 

explore the possibilities of using these therapeutic movement forms in a

 ̂ Hanna, Somatics: Reawakening the Minds Control of Movement, Flexibility, and Health, 1988, 
36.



performance context, culminating in performances on a beach in Co. Wicklow. 

The Maya Lila research process followed on from this performance experiment, 

exploring “dance, movement, body, nature, art, therapy, community and 

spirituality.”®

Along with the Maya Lila summer performance offenngs, Davis also offers 

training modules in somatic practices over weekends from September to June at 

the residential Gorse Hill Centre in Bray, Co. Dublin. The format of the training 

has evolved over time, covering the areas of Authentic Movement, Body-Mind 

Centering, Developmental Movement Patterns, Object Relations and Group 

Process. Participants include yoga teachers, therapists, performers and 

individuals interested in movement for their own personal development. The 

training focuses on movement sessions combined with discussions, writing, 

drawing and the study of anatomy. The aims of the modules include development 

of movement capacity along with building the relationship between body and 

mind in making movement choices. For a performer, the Maya Lila training can 

also offer the development of a greater movement range and a means of 

accessing creative material. The therapeutic aspect of the training also means 

that the participant can develop safe ways for dealing with personal material that 

arises in an artistic context and methods for managing group dynamics and 

personal judgment.

The Maya Lila performances use somatic training practices as a starting 

point for exploration of the creative process. The dancers practice somatic forms 

at intensive residencies in Gorse Hill (and more recently Dance House, Dublin) in 

preparation for the performances. In addition, the performers investigate how 

these somatic forms work in conjunction with performance through exploring 

movement in space, spoken words and singing, working with objects, and 

storytelling. The performers have changed over the years, but the core 

performers for a majority of the project have included Joan Davis, Mary Nunan 

who runs the M.A. in Contemporary Dance Performance at the University of 

Limerick, Maggie Harvey who is a freelance dancer, and Penny Collinson who 

teaches dance at the University of Central Lancashire. In 2009, dancers Henry

® Davis, Maya Lila: The Process, 2007a, 3.
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Montes and Simon Whitehead also joined the group. Musicians who contributed 

over a number of years include Siobhan Daffy and Nicholas Twilley.® Therapists 

Regina Rudiger and later Germaine Fraser acted as assistants on the project, 

including playing the role of “meta-witness” or over-seer of the whole 

performance. The meta-witness offers supportive feedback or “witnessing” to the 

performers, providing safety in the adaptation of a therapeutic form into a 

performance practice. The performers train in intensive sessions during the year, 

although the final performances are “improvised” from the somatic impulses that 

arise between performers, audience and environment. I use the word “improvise” 

although Davis suggests that there are subtle differences between Maya Lila and 

forms of improvisation, which I discuss later.

The Maya Lila performance event includes a journey through the gardens 

at Gorse Hill, the exploration of the “Willow and Mirror” installation and a 

performance in the amphitheatre space at the end of the garden overlooking the 

sea. The Willow and Mirror tunnel is constructed from living willow in the shape of 

a figure of eight. It contains many interactive objects such as wool for weaving, 

mirrors that alter the proportions of the looker, boxes with instructions such as 

“smell this”, instruments and so on. The performers and audience may or may not 

meet and interact in the tunnel, as each person is absorbed in their own sensory 

experience. The performance then moves into the amphitheatre space at the 

bottom of the garden, with dancers entering the circle in solos, duets and group 

movement sequences, and improvising movement based on the training in 

somatics. The whole event is “hosted” by intermediaries between the audience 

and performers, who guide the audience through the event. The hosts stimulate 

the audience’s senses through providing smells such as herbs and flowers, or 

offering touch through dressing the audience with objects. The hosts also act as 

a kind of bridge between the audience and this new environment, both by 

stimulating sensory interaction and modelling participation within the event. The 

whole event is framed by community building activities such as sharing tea and 

snacks at the Gorse Hill Centre both before and after the performances.

® other performers for briefer periods over the years include Nicola Curry (Maiden Voyage 
Dance), Jenny and Liz Roche (Rex Levitates Dance Company), Regina Rudiger (actor/movement 
therapist) Eileen Keane (singer/therapist) and Janice Deller (singer).
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Davis chose the title Maya Lila for her project, Sanskrit words for illusion 

and play, borrowed from Richard Schechner’s book The Future o f Ritual. 

Schechner describes the performance attitude called “maya-lila” in the traditional 

Indian performance form of Raslila, commenting that “maya-lila generates a 

plenitude of performances: interpenetrating, transformable, nonexclusive, porous 

realities. All of these are play worlds that are the slippery ground of contingent 

being and e x p e r i e n c e . I n  Davis’ Maya Lila performances, realities are 

constantly shifting as movement emerges and transforms into something 

completely different. The performances emphasise the illusory aspect of identities 

in their environment, with the improvised content and the outdoor setting bringing 

many unexpected changes. Each participant has a subjective experience, which 

shifts according to the particular environmental conditions on the day of a 

performance. The idea that Identities are unstable becomes apparent as 

movements and narratives form and melt away. There is an illusion of identity, 

transitory and momentary, which then changes rapidly into something else in the 

play. Davis comments on the identities that emerge and transform in the 

movement that “you’re none of those things and yet you’re all of them, so that’s 

the illusory piece. And Lila is just the play of relationship that goes on in life all the 

time.”^̂  In Maya Lila, play creates and destroys reality as it shifts and changes so 

that “the basic ground of existence is maya-lila, an ongoing construction- 

deconstruction, destroying-creating.”^̂  In the performances, the performers 

create an image, scene or character only to allow it to swiftly transform into 

something else, reflecting the necessity of destruction for the next impulse to 

appear.

Schechner, The Future of Ritual: Writings on Culture and Performance, 1993, 34. 
Davis, in discussion with Emma IVIeehan, 2007.
Schechner, 1993, 42
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Amphitheatre at Gorse Hill, photograph by Emma Meehan 

In the Maya Lila performances, personal movements, memories, 

emotions, and sensations are evoked by the environment. In this way, 

characters, narratives, and movement patterns that appear can suggest a 

particular identity. However, this identity Is constantly changing and so the idea of 

“truthfulness" attached to autobiography is overturned. Schechner comments that 

“maya-lila is fundamentally a performative, creative act of continuous playing 

where ultimate, positivist distinctions between true and false, real and unreal 

cannot be made.”^̂  As the performers draw on personal somatic impulses 

evoked by the environment, the idea of real/unreal and true/false are challenged 

in the performances. The relational aspect of the performances indicate that 

subjective experience is multiple and contradictory, reliant on interaction with the 

external environment. By including the audience as part of the performance 

environment, Davis considers the audience to be “co-creators”, who have an 

impact on the performance content. Davis has worked towards including the 

audience in a number of ways to increase the possibility for co-creation, for 

example by inviting the audience to move with the performers in the Willow and 

Mirror installation. In addition, Davis purposely leaves gaps in the narratives that 

emerge in the performances to invite the audience to read the work in a variety of

Ibid., 29.
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ways. The illusory nature of identity and reality is explored in Maya Lila through 

the playful encounters between participants and the environnnent.

Of course, there are issues with the cultural appropriation of non-western 

terms and practices by other cultures and Schechner’s work has been critiqued 

for this reason. In an era of globalisation, access to international exchange has 

generated both positive connections and darker implications. For non-western 

societies that may already have been colonised in the past, a form of neo

colonialism can occur, as those with capital and power extract aspects from a 

native culture to use for financial gain. This not only takes elements from a 

culture out of its context but packages these in ways that misrepresent a society 

without any benefits for the native culture. This sort of essentialisation to produce 

easily marketable “universal” themes and products creates “a form of economic 

and technological imperialism: the creation of what is frequently called a 

‘McWorld’ dominated by global brand names, where culture comes in a standard 

one-size-fits-all p a c k a g e .S c h e c h n e r’s early interest in intercultural dialogue 

has been critiqued for these reasons, as Gilbert and Tompkins note that 

“although it is a favourite catch-cry of theatre critics, the ‘universal theme’ allows 

no appreciation of cultural d i f fe rence .Wi th i n  an Indian tradition, Raslila has 

important devotional connotations, based mainly on stories of Krishna. Davis 

uses the term “Maya Lila” without indicating this cultural background to audience 

members, although she has researched the background of the term and allowed 

this to inform her performance practice. She travels to India to practice the Hindu 

spiritual tradition of Advaita Vedanta (connected with ideas of Maya Lila) and 

considers Authentic Movement as a spiritual practice, both which she shares in 

her writing on her Maya Lila performances. Although it is impossible to avoid the 

negative connotations of the practice of borrowing terms and practices from 

another culture, Davis’ work can hardly be described as making large financial 

gain from her performances. Obviously, non-western movement practices have 

also had a clear impact on somatic forms. As a result, similarities can be seen 

between Davis’ Maya Lila and some contemplative Asian performance

Lanters, “ ‘Cobwebs on Your Walls’: The State of the Debate about Globalisation and Irish 
Drama”, in Global Ireland, Pliny and Wallace, ed., 33.

Gilbert and Tompkins, Postcolonial Drama, 10.
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techniques and movement styles. Davis draws a relationship between her work 

and the Indian tradition, attempting to deepen her understanding of the 

background of this cultural practice and how it produces the tropes of “maya-lila”, 

illusion and play in the performances.

Joan Davis in the amphitheatre, photograph by Emma Meehan

Review of the Field

Maya Lila connects with a broad number of fields, including somatic 

studies, dance studies, Irish performance history, and the developing area of 

somatics in performance. In this section, I introduce a number of key texts in my 

research across this spectrum. To begin, Davis’ own writings on her work provide 

a resource on the process of creating the performances. In November 2007, 

Davis published two books; Maya Lila -  Bringing Authentic Movement into the 

World: The Offering-, and Maya Lila -  Bringing Authentic Movement into the 

World: The Process. The first is a photographic diary of the performances, 

including stories, quotes, drawings and a DVD, in order to give the reader an 

experience of the performance. The accompanying book descnbes the process 

of developing and presenting the Maya Lila performances. These books provide 

a first-hand account of the work from 2002 to 2007.
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There are currently few books covering the field of contemporary dance in 

Ireland, indicating the lack of scholarship in the area. Deirdre Mulrooney’s Irish 

Moves: An Illustrated History o f Dance and Physical Theatre in Ireland is based 

on interviews with selected dance and theatre practitioners including Davis. 

However, Michael Seaver critiques Mulrooney’s book due to the lack of critical 

analysis by the author, as he states that “transcribed interviews don’t coalesce 

into a history of dance and physical theatre in Ireland. It’s not just that the choice 

of interviewees offers a limited range of opinions ... It’s that we miss the 

historian’s intervention in analysing and creating a narrative from the primary 

sources.” ®̂ He also points out omissions and incorrect information, so while this 

book offers access to insights by various practitioners, facts must be cross

checked against other s o u r c e s . I n  Dancing at the Crossroads: Memory and 

Mobility in Ireland, Helena Wulff provides an anthropological review of recent 

productions in dance, with a brief reference to Dublin Contemporary Dance 

Theatre. There are also a number of articles on dance in Ireland, in journals such 

as Irish Theatre Magazine and Choreographic Encounters. While Bernadette 

Sweeney’s book Performing the Body in Irish Theatre does not concentrate on 

dance, it provides an insightful analysis of the body in Irish performance and a 

useful approach for analysing Davis’ work. Sweeney focuses on particular 

productions of body-based theatre, offering a scholarly analysis of issues of the 

body on stage in an Irish context.

In the field of somatic studies, the writing of Thomas Hanna is central to 

understanding the theories and practices in the area. Hanna began to use the 

term “somatics” in 1976 to describe his work, and discusses the concept in depth 

in his articles in Somatics: Magazine-Journal o f the Bodily Arts and Sciences. 

The issues between 1986 and 1988 contain articles that outline the basic ideas, 

and his article “What is Somatics?” has been reprinted in Bone, Breath, and 

Gesture: Practices of Embodiment edited by Don Hanlon Johnson. Linda 

Hartley’s Somatic Psychology: Body, Mind and Meaning outlines the idea of 

“somatics” as an umbrella term for body and movement therapies, and then goes 

on describe a number of somatic practices in detail. The book is concerned with

Seaver, “Loss and Recovery”, Irish Theatre Magazine 6, no. 27, (2006): 36.
Ibid., 38.
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linking psychological theories, such as those of Carl Jung and Arnold Mindell, 

with somatic therapies. As Davis concentrates on the somatic forms Authentic 

Movement and Body-Mind Centering in Maya Lila, I also consider studies of 

these areas as central to the field. Linda Hartley’s Wisdom o f the Body Moving: 

An Introduction to Body-Mind Centering serves as an introduction to the practice. 

It provides an in-depth review of the physical exercises used in the work along 

with an introduction to the concepts behind Body-Mind Centering. In relation to 

Authentic Movement, Joan Chodorow was one of the practitioners who 

developed the form, drawing from Jung’s idea of “active imagination”, where the 

client brings unconscious material into a creative form. She edited a collection of 

writings by Carl Jung in Jung on Active Imagination: Key Readings, which is a 

useful source for understanding the influence of Jungian theory on the form. 

Patrizia Pallaro collected papers by the founders of Authentic Movement in 

Authentic Movement: Essays by Mary Starks Whitehouse, Janet Adler and Joan 

Chodorow. She followed up this collection with a book called Authentic 

Movement: Moving the Body, Moving the Self, Being Moved: A Collection o f 

Essays -  Volume Two, including articles by contemporary Authentic Movement 

practitioners. These two collections cover the development of Authentic 

Movement from the 1940s to the present.

The focus of my project is the use of somatic practices in performance. 

Pallaro’s second volume on Authentic Movement includes articles on the 

application of Authentic Movement to performance by Judith Koltai and Andrea 

Olsen. There has also been some research into this area in journals such as A 

Moving Journal and Contact Quarterly. A Moving Journal contains articles on 

Authentic Movement practice, although publication has ceased in recent years. It 

ran many articles between 1994 and 2006 on the use of Authentic Movement in 

performance, and there was an issue dedicated to performance in 1998. Contact 

Quarterly covers a number of contemporary movement performance styles, and 

also included an issue on Authentic Movement in 2002. These journals contain 

articles on the use of somatic practices with actors and dancers in both training 

and performances. Further articles on the use of somatic practices in a 

performance context are scattered across journals such as Dance Research 

Journal, Research in Dance Education, along with a dedicated issue of the online
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journal Perfformio. The Journal o f Dance and Somatic Practices, first published in 

June 2009, provides a space for debate on the use of somatics in dance 

performance. There are also a number of recent postgraduate theses that focus 

on the area. Penny Collinson, one of the dancers in Maya Lila, wrote “See and 

Be Seen: A Quality of Presence, An Investigation of Authentic Movement in 

Creative Process and Performance”. This M.A. thesis describes the work of a 

number of performers who use Authentic Movement as a tool, including a chapter 

on Joan Davis. Eila Goldhahn’s Ph.D. thesis “Shared Habitats: The Mover- 

Witness Paradigm” is a theoretical examination of the use of Authentic Movement 

practice in the author’s installation and movement projects. These theses discuss 

the issues that arise from using somatic practices in performance, and present 

accounts of the different approaches used by practitioners. Finally, Sandra 

Reeve’s doctoral research entitled “The Ecological Body” concentrates on the 

issues of the body in its environment through examining the relationship between 

the performer, audience and setting. Reeve considers her own work as a somatic 

approach and her emphasis on space is useful for understanding Davis’ project.

My thesis offers a new contribution to the field of Irish performance history 

on the topic of Davis’ Maya Lila project. I discuss Davis’ involvement in Irish 

dance history from the 1970s which has not been documented in depth to date. I 

also contribute to research in the developing area of somatic practices in 

performance, by debating the use of therapeutic elements in performance in 

Maya Lila. Unlike Davis’ own writings, I examine Maya Lila as a performance 

researcher in a university setting, drawing diverse theories together in order to 

read her work. I place Maya Lila in an Irish context by providing a cultural and 

historical analysis, describing the impact of Ireland’s political and cultural history 

on her work. I review the area of somatic studies and explore the issues faced by 

those who use therapeutic movement and autobiographical material in 

performance. Further, I apply postmodern theory in order to draw out the 

relationship between Davis’ work and developments in performance practice. 

Finally, I discuss how my own autobiography is implicated in choosing Maya Lila 

as a research topic, and describe how my subjective involvement impacts the 

research outcomes.
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New Paradigm and Postpositivist Methodologies

Maya Lila has a complex web of influences and I have applied a range of 

methodological approaches to this interdisciplinary project. Michael Barham 

suggests approaching research as a bricoleur, stating that “the bricoleur 

appropriates available methods, strategies and empirical materials or invents or 

pieces together new tools as necessary.” ®̂ I am incorporating this bricoleur 

strategy, as I try to piece together a number of approaches that help me to 

understand the field of my inquiry which bridges a number of disciplines. 

Research practices in the arts therapies and dance studies are particularly 

relevant, although I also note other areas of influence such as ethnography and 

phenomenology. I have found intersecting points between the methodologies of 

these various fields, allowing me to build a “research repertoire” ®̂ that is 

appropriate to researching Maya Lila. The methodologies that I have developed 

as a result draw from “postpositivist” and “new paradigm” research models, which 

explore modes of thinking which reject the notion of a single truth obtainable 

through objective and scientific research methods, and suggest alternatives that 

take into account the human subject. I have gathered information through 

participation in Maya Lila, interviews, archival research, practical experimentation 

and library based research. These sources offer different perspectives on Maya 

Lila, allowing for the development of multiple truths. In addition, through the 

adaptation of various research positions, I gain different types of knowledge 

which inform my research. The analysis of the performances draws on this data 

along with appropriate critical theories to offer readings of Maya Lila. Finally, I 

communicate the research findings through both written and performance 

presentation.

As mentioned earlier, subjective experience is important in Maya Lila and 

this informs my research methods. In contrast with positivist research, which 

emphasizes objectivity and the search for definable results, I seek to develop the 

relationship between my subjectivity and the research topic, with the 

understanding that my social, cultural and educational backgrounds influence 

how I perceive Maya Lila. Jill Green and Susan Stinson discuss the idea of

Barham, “Practitioner Based Research: Paradigm or Paradox?", Dramatherapy: Journal for the 
Biritish Association for Dramatherapists 25, no. 2, (2003): 6.

Grainger, Researciiing the Arts Therapies: a Dramatherapist’s Perspective, 140.
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“postpositivist” research as a term to describe approaches that move beyond the 

objective/subjective divide in researching, stating that:

Many postpositivist researchers reject the claim that research can be 
value-free or that one sole truth can be found through objective research 
methods. Furthermore, some postpositivists believe that subjectivity is not 
only unavoidable but may even be helpful in giving researchers and 
participants a more meaningful understanding of people and research 
themes. In accepting a socially constructed reality, we realize that our 
belief systems, or the stories we tell of who we are, may not be consistent 
and reliable in the positivist sense, because they vary each time we tell 
them. Consequently, reliability, while a basic tenet of empirical scientific 
research, is regarded by qualitative researchers as a concept equally as 
impossible as objectivity.^®

As Green and Stinson note, postpositivist research places emphasis on

subjective involvement as a valuable part of the process. Postpositivist research,

then, can be understood as a suitable methodology for investigating Maya Lila,

as my subjectivity is clearly part of the research. This is a facet that is also

important in the Maya Lila performances, where personal investment informs the

action and interpretation within the performances.

Green and Stinson offer broad categories (which are of course not fixed) 

for postpositive approaches in dance research, based on Patti Lather’s Getting 

Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy With/in the Postmodern. They include 

interpretive researchers such as ethnographers who seek to understand their 

field of research from the point of view of those involved and emancipatory 

researchers who emphasise the need for change in a particular area. I draw on 

interpretive research by taking part in the Maya Lila workshops and conducting 

interviews to understand how the performers view the work. In addition, I relate to 

aspects of emancipatory research through my desire to challenge performance 

history in Ireland that has marginalised contemporary dance and to create a 

space for discussion of Davis’ experimental work. However, I am most closely 

aligned with a deconstructive approach in postpositivist research. Green and 

Stinson comment that the aims of deconstructive research are “to present the 

multiple perspectives of participants, to deconstruct accepted dance class norms, 

and to display dominant and silenced voices through a literary or artistic form.”^̂  I

20 Green and Stinson, “Postpositivist Research in D ance”, in Researching Dance, 93-94.
Ibid., 111.
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argue that Davis’ performances play with what can be considered dance, 

deconstructing norms and conventions of the art form. This is suggested by the 

title “Maya Lila” which disintegrates fixed notions of reality through ideas of 

illusion and play in performance. I also propose that Davis’ work challenges the 

immobile and primarily visual experience of the audience through developing 

somatic involvement. I also attempt to deconstruct the research process, noting 

that my reading of Davis’ work comes from my subjective engagement with it and 

suggesting that it may be dislocated at any time by other readings. In order to 

displace my role as “expert” researcher in traditional research hierarchies, I 

interview Davis and other dancers, and disseminate my research to the 

performers for discussion. In this way, I hope to include diverse perspectives in 

the thesis. In addition, my thesis cannot be considered “final” or “finished” but 

rather opens up questions and areas for debate. Finally, I try to provide an 

alternative method of communicating the research findings through performance 

as research. As Green and Stinson say on deconstructivist researchers:

Some of these researchers are experimenting with new deconstructivist 
forms and literary styles that attempt to display multiple voices and look at 
what has been overlooked and absent from the production of meaning. 
They attempt to present multiple readings and meanings in order to 
fragment univocal authority, decenter the writer, and interrupt totalizing 
claims to ‘know’ reality.^^

While my writing in this case maintains the more traditional format of a doctoral

thesis, I include descriptions of my experiences of the performances to

experiment with writing styles that might convey my subjective involvement in the

work. I have also explored practice-based research which is by nature a dialogic

exploration.

There are parallels between postpositivist research methods described by 

Green and Stinson and the “new paradigm” approach to research, a methodology 

which has been adopted in many areas of human inquiry such as arts therapies 

research. The traditional approach to arts therapies research is based on the 

scientific methods of inquiry, and uses statistics to prove the efficacy of the 

therapeutic intervention. In 1981, Peter Reason and John Rowan published 

Human Inquiry: A Sourcebook of New Paradigm Research, describing their

Ibid.
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hopes to “develop ways of going about research which were alternatives to 

orthodox approaches, alternatives which would do justice to the humanness of all 

those involved in the research endeavour.”^̂  In this sourcebook, they draw 

together the work of various researchers who had developed strategies for 

dealing with “human inquiry” in areas such as psychology, anthropology and 

education. The new paradigm approach distanced itself from quantitative 

research, which is descnbed by Hanstein and Horton Fraleigh in the following 

way: “Quantitative research is based on scientific traditions that had their genesis 

in the Enlightenment and that seek some measure of predictability. The 

quantitative researcher wants to know what is ‘true’ for a given population or 

phenomenon, and under what c ircum sta n ce s .Q u a n tita tive  research has 

limitations as it can exclude a number of unstable factors (for example, in Maya 

Lila, how the audience responds differently at every performance) and the 

influence of the researcher on the outcomes. The new paradigm approach draws 

parallels with how I negotiate my subjective involvement with Maya Lila, along 

with relating to the disintegration of a monological “truth” in postpositivist 

research.

The experience of the researcher has become more widely accepted as a 

form of knowledge in research, for example, in ethnography and phenomenology. 

Reason and Rowan encourage researchers to become involved with the 

research topic and to develop an awareness of the researcher’s experience as it 

is happening, stating that “the reason why this state of consciousness is 

necessary is that without it we are condemned to repeat the existing social 

categories as if they were the limits of what could be true. Tramping round the 

circle of existing preconceptions takes us out of contact with r e a l i t y . I n  new 

paradigm research, the researcher interacts with the research topic before 

framing the results, much like phenomenological enquiry. Horton Fraleigh notes 

the connection between somatic practice and a phenomenological approach, 

stating that:

Reason and Rowan, “Foreword” in Human Inquiry: A Sourcebook in New Paradigm Research, 
ed. Reason and Rowan, xi.

Hanstein and Horton Fraleigh, “Preface”, in Researching Dance, vii.
Rowan and Reason, “On Making Sense”, in Human Inquiry, 122.
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As a modern philosophical method, phenomenology broke with 
philosophical thesis building. Its meditative stance was to clear 
consciousness of habitual ways of looking ... Phenomenology holds this in 
common with modern somatic methods that seek to release human 
potential through revealing movement habits and impressing neurological 
pathways with new movement choices.^®

Parallel with somatic studies, the new paradigm researcher seeks to break

habitual patterns of perception. It is after a phase of experience or interaction that

the new paradigm researcher then reverts to reflection, in order to analyse the

encounter and become better informed about the context, background or belief

systems that surround the research project. In the Maya Lila training, the

participant engages in a physical experience and afterwards processes the work

through writing, group discussion, and further reading. I also engage in a process

of experience and reflection in my research, as my participation in Maya Lila

feeds into an analysis of the work. The position of practical engagement allows

the researcher to uncover surprising material through direct contact. John Heron

describes how “my fullest encounter with a presence in space and time is when

that presence is encountering Not only am I observing Maya Lila through

my participation, but I form a relationship with the work and those involved. This

level of involvement allows me to become aware of myself and how I interact with

the work.

As I research Maya Lila, I participate in order to gain an experiential 

knowledge of the practice and also build a more equal relationship with those 

involved. The equality of the researcher and the other participants in the research 

is an essential aspect of new paradigm research. Old paradigm research 

concentrates on the outside observer-researcher writing about the human subject 

without much personal interaction, as a means of limiting the researcher’s impact 

on the outcomes of the research. However, subjective opinions influence how 

any researcher perceives a topic of research. Claiming objectivity, the researcher 

also takes up a privileged position of power, purporting to know a topic better 

than those involved. For example, in arts therapies research, a therapist might 

write a case study about a client, outlining the behaviour of the client in a manner 

that creates an unequal power relationship of “expert” and “observed”. New

Horton Fraleigh, “Witnessing the Frog Pond”, in Researching Dance, 210.
Heron, “Philosophical Basis for a New Paradigm", in Hum an Inquiry, 29.
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paradigm research offers a departure from this approach by promoting co

operative research, where all participants become co-researchers. John Heron 

writes that co-operative inquiry “is for the researcher to interact with the subjects 

so that they do contnbute directly both to hypothesis-making, to formulating the 

final conclusions, and to what goes on in between.” In anthropological 

research, the inclusion of the voices of those researched has been explored 

extensively, with researchers moving away from a traditional colonialist attitude to 

writing about a culture by creating equal exchange between researchers and 

those being researched. This shifts attention to those being researched as 

sources of knowledge in understanding how a particular community perceives 

their own activities. Frosch notes:

In a world where so many have capitalized on others in the name of 
research, assessing the return to the communities we study may be 
increasingly de rigueur. As a practice, ethnography can shift emphasis in 
the research from the sole needs of the researcher and his or her cultural 
system (most often, the academy), to serving a broader set of purposes. 
By reconfiguring the notion of product our work can respond with integrity 
to calls for socially responsible research for the twenty-first century.^®

I believe that research methodologies should value the accounts of those

involved, and how they perceive their own practice. In writing about Davis’ work, I

attempt to respond to this call for responsible research not only by participating in

her training sessions, but also by sharing my writing with her. This gives her an

opportunity to respond to my ideas, to challenge my thoughts and also perhaps to

note where my research feeds into her practice. In co-operative research,

authority is returned to those involved in the topic, as they become active in

creating the research that affects their own lives.

The co-operative element in new paradigm and postpositivist research 

relates to Davis’ approach in Maya Lila, which she describes as a research 

project. Davis suggests that her own methodology is similar to “Action Research”, 

which has influenced the development of new paradigm r e s e a r c h “Action 

research” was developed by Kurt Lewin in 1947, and the term describes research 

that is undertaken by a group of equal researchers who are working together by

Ibid., 19.
Frosch, “Dance Ethnography: Tracing the Weave of Dance in the Fabric of Culture", in 

Researching Dance, 269.
See Davis, 2007a, 5.
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actively engaging with the research. As Grainger describes it: “The intention is to 

discover truths about relationships which can only emerge within the relational 

nnatrix itself; the method depends upon the group’s willingness to examine its 

own processes and the techniques involved are directed to making social 

interaction more intense rather than isolating individual behavior.”^̂  In the 

training, Davis leads the work but she also adapts the format depending on 

feedback and evaluation. In the performance offerings, she is co-researching with 

other artists in order to develop the practice, and also encourages the audience 

to become co-creators. While Davis is the initiator of the Maya Lila project and 

necessarily has leadership aspects to her role, her aim has been to develop a 

group of performers who are contributing equally as peers. Likewise, I have 

initiated this doctoral research project, but work towards a co-operative approach. 

For example, in the Maya Lila training, I stand outside the group to write my 

research, concentrating on my own experience rather than describing that of 

others. This is in order to respect the confidentiality of the group, but also 

because I did not set up this group with willing participants in my research. 

Because somatic practice is a therapeutic approach, intimate material often 

arises. As a result, I will leave out personal details of other participants in the 

training, including some of my own experiences at times, in order to protect such 

sensitive issues. At the same time, the work emerges from human encounter so I 

follow the co-operative aspect of new paradigm research by informing others of 

my research and by taking part as an equal participant in the group. These 

strategies allow me to pursue my own original research in a university setting, at 

the same time as acknowledging the “intertextual process”.

The highly interactive research methods of new paradigm and

postpositivist research, through practical experience and bracketing off pre

judgments, often unearth surprising insights. A core aspect of new paradigm 

research is the idea of the “research cycle", where each phase of the research 

feeds into creating new questions and hypotheses, opening up the research

process to change. Davis uses a research cycle in her process, commenting that

“Performance Offerings were constantly refined through an ongoing process of 

reflective practice. The cycle was: Performance; Reflection (based on the

Grainger, 100.
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Movers’ own experience and feedback from Witness Audience): Performance 

adapted on the basis of this reflection; Reflection; Performance.”^̂  The research 

cycle offers an alternative to the positivist approach which follows a more linear 

pattern such as research question, research design and results. In postpositivist 

research, it is necessary that the researcher maintain an open mind for the 

research to develop and this cyclical process allows new information to feed into 

developing the research questions and structure. Roger Grainger describes this 

process as “ ...engaging it [the research topic] in dialogue so that it may have an 

opportunity to speak for and about itself before we have a chance to define it for 

control purposes.

John Rowan describes the research cycle as moving between Being, 

Project, Encounter, Communication, with Thinking and Making Sense at the 

centre of the p r o c e s s . T h e  researcher moves in and out of different phases 

which influence each other, moving through interaction, reflection, planning and 

communicating findings. Applying Rowan’s cycle, for example, in a pilot phase of 

my research, I created an encounter \N\th Paul Rebillot’s work.^^ This changed the 

focus of the research project as I understood that I wanted to research 

performance that has therapeutic elements, rather than forms of therapy with 

performance elements. During the encounters with Maya Lila, I also 

communicated Ideas and writing with Joan Davis, which helped me to 

differentiate between how she perceives her own work and my subjective 

experience of it. Each of these research phases impacts the development of the 

research project as I devise practical experiments and investigate areas of 

library-based research which are opened up in the process. Following a clear 

structure, I can build a systematic approach that is adaptable enough to include 

new Insights, reshaping the structure at various points in the process. Gonzalez 

states that: “Like the circular progress of a spiral, the researcher and theories 

develop cumulatively and rhythmically, with no claims to absolute knowledge.

Davis, 2007a, 5.
Grainger, 107.
Rowan, “A Dialectical Paradigm for Research”, in Human Inquiry: A Sourcebook in New  

Paradigm Research, 100. Rowan includes the following in the description of Being: “Existence, 
perception, identity are all involved here.”
® Paul Rebillot passed away in February 2010. He was an actor and therapist who used 

performance elements in his therapeutic practice, having worked as an actor and psychotherapist, 
see http://www.directimpactcreativity.com
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Rather, the results are reported with tentative certainty."^^ The research cycle 

allows the researcher to incorporate new insights and material, rather than 

omitting the influence of other possible material that arises during the process. 

The research cycle also departs from a positivistic world view, replacing meta

narratives with a proliferation of micro-narratives, destabilising ideas of truth and 

objectivity. The research findings come from the subjective engagement of the 

researcher as part of the process, so that the results communicated are not fixed. 

I am constantly refining the research cycle, including last minute details about 

developments in Maya Lila and how they inform my understanding of the work. In 

this way, the research is never complete, as both Davis’ work and my perception 

are continually shifting as part of an “ecological" field.

Limitations of New Paradigm and Postpositivist Methodologies

Postpositivist and new paradigm approaches, as with all methodologies, 

have limitations and I must find strategies for dealing with them. Arising from the 

interactive and relational aspects of these methodologies, one of the main areas 

of concern is that of bias. Green and Stinson comment that as “relationships with 

participants can make it difficult to draw conclusions that may be viewed as 

criticism, interpretive research may be less likely to result in a critical perspective. 

Without such a perspective of what may be problematic about dance, there is a 

danger of only reinforcing the status quo.” By committing to participation in 

Maya Lila and including Davis in the research process, difficulties arise in 

maintaining the ability to write critical responses to her work. At the same time, 

the positive aspects of participation and dialogue with Davis must be considered. 

For example, Davis has allowed me to have access to boxes of photographs, 

letters, documents and videos, due to the trust developed from my attendance at 

the training modules. At the same time, it is important to acknowledge and write 

about areas of concern in Maya Lila, such as ethical issues. In working with a 

number of cntical theories, presenting at conferences, and discussions with my 

supervisor, however, I find a space to challenge my biases and open up areas of 

debate on Maya Lila. In line with postpositivist and new paradigm research, I

Gonzalez, “The Four Seasons of Ethnography: a Creation-Centered Ontology for Ethnography”, 
International Journal of Intercultural Relations 24 (2000): 628.

See footnote 2.
Green and Stinson, 103.
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continue to share my writing with Davis as the thesis will be made publicly 

available in libraries and will have an impact on how readers view her work as a 

result. I have found Davis to be open to feedback as a means to develop her 

performance practice. Because of Davis’ interest in co-creation, she views my 

writing as one response to her work and is interested to read about how I view 

Maya Lila. However, John Southgate indicates that one of the main problems 

with new paradigm research is the development of a relationship with those being 

researched to the detriment of relationships with research colleagues. He states 

that “a contradiction we encountered in our research was that whereas we 

gradually became fairly sophisticated and effective in achieving dialogue with 

those we ‘researched’ it was another question altogether when we engaged in 

discussions with other aca dem ics .S ou thga te  suggests that the solution to the 

problem is to include different perspectives in order to start a dialogue. I try to 

combine various angles on the Maya Lila performances in my writing, by 

including interview material, practical experiments and different theoretical 

frameworks. By collecting diverse viewpoints, I can also maintain the 

“subjectively objective” position required by new paradigm and postpositivist 

research.

Another important issue that arises in postpositivist and new paradigm 

research is that of how to represent the multiple perspectives in co-operative 

research. Green and Stinson comment on limitations in deconstructive 

postpositivism that “it may be difficult to capture the many perspectives of the 

participants, including their own multiple p e r s p e c t i v e s .T h e  impossibility of 

inclusivity calls into question the “non-hierarchical” aim of my research 

methodologies, as I have set up this research project and will be selecting 

particular material and portraying personal points of view on Maya Lila. Indeed, 

the difficulty of including multiple voices also relates to Davis’ role as the creative 

director of the Maya Lila performances, as she makes final decisions about 

dancers, location, and approaches. Peter Reason discusses how one or two 

people usually initiate a research project, and this can cause tension in co

operative research, for example, when a group might want to pursue different

39 Southgate, “The troubled fish: barriers to dialogue”, in Hum an Inquiry, 54. 
Green and Stinson, 112.
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avenues of research from the initiators. However, while each participant is a co

researcher, they also can play different roles. Reason comments that:

Just because we are setting up a co-operative inquiry group does not 
mean that all those involved participate in identical ways. An inquiry is a 
pluralistic endeavor, in which different people with different skills and 
interests come together to collaborate...What is important is that these 
different roles are recognized and negotiated in the first instance, and that 
opportunities are provided for re-negotiation as the project proceeds.

Davis set up the Maya Lila project, although she invited others to take part and

give feedback from the start. She continues to develop the performances in a co-

creative manner through the input of dancers and audience on the form and

content of the performances. At the same time, she acknowledges the difficulties

in setting up an equal peer exchange in the performances, due to the negotiation

of roles involved in moving between leader and peer. She comments on giving a

response to a performance in 2006: “I offered it as a member of a collective, and

perhaps I should have clarified my role in this regard before speaking it. I was not

speaking as leader or director. Yet in retrospect I can see that it would be hard for

everyone to separate me out from that role, since I am the only one who holds so

many r o l e s . T h i s  was an issue that came up in my practice-based research, as

I aimed to be inclusive of participants while making decisions about what to

explore and present to an audience. In writing about Maya Lila I encounter similar

issues, as I am the initiator and main researcher. I make the final selections and

propose to counter this by including those involved in Maya Lila as much as

possible in the research process. I also make constant reference to the

subjectivity involved in my reading of Maya Lila.

However, co-operative research is a utopian aim that is limited by the 

vocabulary available to me along with my situation as a postgraduate researcher. 

Although I have made an effort to create equality with those researched, I 

inevitably have to assemble my research in a way that I see fit for the 

examination of research in a university setting. I have taken on the role of main 

researcher, as I make selections for the thesis and write up the research on my 

own. Co-operative reporting is a problematic area, and Reason comments that

Reason, “The Co-operative Inquiry Group”, in Human Inquiry in Action: Developments in New  
Paradigm Research, 26-27.

Davis, 2007a, 205-206.
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“my own experience is that trying to write a report with a group of people is a 

ternble pain: I can manage on my own or with one or two colleagues, but more 

than that is not realistic.”'*̂  To this end, he recommends either delegating the 

writing to a small group who then invite the full group to suggest amendments; or 

for each individual to write a report and to collate the material together through 

discussion and amendments. I have decided to discuss the research with Davis 

and others involved in Maya Lila, write up the research on my own, and then 

share it for feedback. The possibility of dialogue is limited by the fact that only 

some participants have had time to re sp on d .R ea son  acknowledges that co

operative inquiry is an ideal and the elements must be fitted to the particular 

project, “so co-operative inquiry is a continual invention of response to the 

possibilities offered by the situation.""^ I try as far as possible to include the co

operative approach in my research, although this is limited at times because I am 

the sole author of the thesis. At the same time. Reason mentions that the final 

document is not the only output of the research project, as he states that 

“validating experiences and competencies of participants are also forms of 

knowing (experiential and practical knowing), and the findings of an inquiry may 

be expressed in poetry, drama, and art as well as (or instead of) prepositional 

s ta tem e n ts .P a rtic ip a n ts  take the ideas and experiences gained during the 

process of research into their lives in different ways. For example, in my 

research, many of the interviewees comment on satisfaction in taking the time to 

reflect on Maya Lila in the interview and reading the transcription. I have also 

shared my research with others on a practical level in my practice-based 

research explorations.

The research I present is one analysis of the data gathered, which could 

be read in a number of ways, and indeed may be read otherwise despite the 

material I present. One of the issues with deconstruction is that if multiple 

viewpoints are valid and narratives are constructions of discourse, this 

undermines the purpose of writing anything, as all positions are unstable.

Reason, “The Co-operative Inquiry Group”, in Human Inquiry in Action, 38.
I have shared writing with Joan Davis and Mary Nunan; and I have also sent writing to 

participants in the training: Deirdre Grant (Myriad Dance) and Deirdre Cotter (Akasha Dance). 
Beyond that, I have shared writing with performance/research colleagues including Sue Mythen, 
Niamh Lawlor and Marcus Tan.

Reason, “Reflections”, Human Inquiry in Action, 231.
Reason, “The Co-operative Inquiry Group”, Human Inquiry in Action, 37.
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However, to argue for uncertainty is a position in itself and is an area that merits 

attention, considering the prevalence of ideas of objectivity which continue to hold 

influence in research today. Green and Stinson argue that “there is often an 

attempt to be reflexive and acl<nowledge that postmodernism itself may be 

constructed. Further, there are postmodern thinkers who attempt to be

responsible for social action while simultaneously maintaining a focus on the

‘uncertainty of a particular position’. I  have encountered these problems in my 

research of Maya Lila, for example, in describing how Ireland’s cultural history 

has affected the development of dance in Ireland, I seek to actively redress the 

situation by writing about Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre. At the same time, 

drawing on a deconstructive approach, I suggest that this is one way of reading 

Davis’ work. While I argue that my conclusions are open to change and

interpretation, I am still offering my findings as a valid interpretation of the Maya

Lila performances, linking hope for change with an acknowledgement that Davis’ 

work might be understood in different ways.

My writing emerges from my relationship with the topic, underlining my 

imprint on the research. I am writing about the Maya Lila performances, but I am 

also writing about myself as I am inscribed in the process. Drawing from the field 

of anthropology, many writers in the field have adopted a self-reflexive practice in 

order to take into account the position of the author and how his or her 

interpretation affects the material gathered and interpretations made. Georgiana 

Gore states that “the use of the personal pronoun ‘I’ is an acknowledgement that 

the cornerstones of anthropology, fieldwork and ethnographic writing, are 

reflexive practices and, in some sense, au tob iograph i ca l .As a response to the 

work that I am writing about, I practice self-reflection, and acknowledge the marks 

I leave on my research topic. However, there is a concern that the reflexive mode 

becomes a trap, with the researcher focusing too much on themselves rather 

than trying to understand a particular topic. As Andree Grau comments on 

anthropological writers: “By being reflexive about their work and personal 

involvement, they acknowledge greater responsibility for the construction of their 

data and its locations within different frames of reference...Yet it is true that this

Green and Stinson, 112.
Gore, “Traditional dance in West Africa”, In Dance history: An Introduction, ed. Adshead- 

Lansdale and Layson, 59.
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exercise may equally lead to ego trips and confessional anthropology.”'̂ ® By 

focusing on Maya Lila and making constant reference to it, I hope to bring a 

greater understanding to the work. While it is my understanding, I am trying to 

convey a reading of the work that is relevant to it. In addition to this, I am making 

use of diverse theoretical approaches to mediate between my experience and the 

research topic. At the same time, Peggy Phelan notes the impossibility of self- 

reflexivity, stating that one “cannot fully reflect or fully screen the s ub j e c t . W h i l e  

acknowledging my Impact on the research of Maya Lila, I must also be aware that 

I also can never be fully seen, nor fully see what I am representing as myself.

Conclusion

This research project is an in depth examination of the Maya Lila 

performances of Joan Davis. Maya Lila integrates the experiential engagement 

with reflection on the process, affecting how I undertake the research. In writing 

the thesis, my somatic involvement shapes the body of research that emerges. 

Susan Foster states: “Yes, the act of writing is a physical labour, rendered more 

vividly so, when the subject of that writing is bodily movement resurrected from 

the past by the imagination.”^̂  I write as I sit on front of my screen, with feet 

crossed under the table, fingers moving across the keyboard. I recall from 

memory, various moments in my research which are coloured by sensory 

involvement and response. These are my perceptions, re-creations of scenes in 

my imagination. I am writing myself into the narrative, where my experiences and 

selections become the history of the performance, a product of the multiple 

discourses within which I form my ideas and concerns. The mutating, shifting, 

mobile identities in Maya Lila offer opportunities for reading, which form and re

form as the performances and the research continues. By placing descriptions of 

performances alongside theories I imagine a reader hearing other echoes in the 

writing and understanding differently, adding new understandings to what I have 

written, omitted or included unknowingly in the research.

''® Grau, “Fieldwork, Politics and Power”, in Dance in the Field: Theories, Methods and Issues in 
Dance Ethnography, ed. Buckland, 164.

Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 20.
Foster, “Choreographing History”, in Choreographing History, ed. Foster, 9.
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Chapter One: “The Larding of Self-Regarding Loquacity” -  

The struggle between body and language in Davis’ work with 

Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre

Bloomsday, Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 1988
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In this chapter, I outline the cultural and historical context in which Davis’ 

approach to performance developed. Davis’s background suggests international 

rather than local affiliations due to the fact that she travelled to train abroad and 

brought international choreographers to Ireland to work with her. At the same 

time, Davis has chosen largely to base her work in Ireland rather than touring the 

international circuit, and her work has dealt with Irish themes, texts, use of 

language and contemporary Irish identities. This chapter explores the Insh 

context for Davis’ early work, discussing the relationship between the body and 

language in Irish social, political and cultural history. I examine a number of 

pieces created by Davis’ first company, Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre 

(DCDT), as a means of assessing Davis’ background as an Irish dance theatre 

practitioner and her attitudes to dance performance. I also discuss the 

relationship between Irish themes and international trends in Davis’ work with 

DCDT. With Irish economic policy opening up doors to the flow of international 

trade, the establishment of the Irish tourism industry and international 

communications, the company’s work explored and challenged perceptions of 

“national” identity. To begin exploring these themes, I start with a description of 

the production of Bloomsday based on James Joyce’s Ulysses, performed by 

DCDT in 1988. This piece is illustrative of the changing attitudes towards the 

body and language in Irish culture, as it combines Joyce’s canonical text with a 

physical vocabulary. At the same time, during the period in which S/oomscfay was 

produced, Davis’ attitudes to dance were changing, as she moved away from 

dance technique and towards an impulse driven, somatic approach to dance.

Bloomsday and Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre

Dressed in white vests and bloomers, three female dancers balance 

precariously around a bed, with one woman upheld by a man clad in a black suit 

and tie. To the fore of the photograph, Davis is seated on the bed with her arms 

clasped around another black-suited gentleman, the figure of Leopold Bloom. 

Davis looks relaxed as she sits beside Bloom with a grin on her face and her 

ankles informally crossed. The other female dancers stretch arms and legs to 

create a dynamic picture, with their extended physical gestures contrasting with 

that of Davis. This is the only visual source I have of Bloomsday, an adaptation of 

Joyce’s Ulysses by Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, presented at the Dublin
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Theatre Festival in 1988. The production was choreographed and directed by 

Jerry Pearson, a choreographer from New York whom Dublin Contemporary 

Dance Theatre had been inviting over on a regular basis. Pearson had previously 

worked with Alwin Nikolais and Murray Louis companies, significant figures in 

postmodern dance. He also had an interest in Irish themes, which was an 

important aspect of DCDT’s work as they attempted to explore “an Irish-reflected 

basis for contemporary d a n c e . F u r t h e r ,  in Bloomsday Pearson incorporated 

dancing, acting and singing into the piece, reflecting DCDT’s emphasis on 

combining art forms. Bloomsday illustrates a number of the main strands that run 

throughout the DCDT’s work, in particular the integration of text with movement, 

and the investigation of international developments in dance within an Irish 

context.

This large production of Bloomsday was successful and celebrated in 

many reviews, filling almost capacity for the duration of the run. Carolyn Swift 

declares the production “a triumph for Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre”^̂  

while Mary MacGoris nominates it as “possibly the most painless Joyce of the 

century.” MacGoris continues: “Bloomsday as presented by Dublin Contemporary 

Dance Theatre, joyously fleshes out the bones of Ulysses while relieving them 

some of the larding of self-regarding loquacity.” '̂* While it may not have been 

Pearson’s intent to cause competition between the physicality of the piece and 

Joyce’s text, this review highlights the dialectic between language and movement 

that occurs in many reviews of the company’s work. DCDT’s concern with the 

relationship between Irish themes and international developments in 

contemporary dance is also evident in this piece. Critic Teresa Brogan 

announces that “it’s the best possible antidote to the Top of the Morning stage 

Irish image of Paddy abroad, and yet cry for shame, it was devised by an 

American”^̂ , suggesting that the cultural capital of this particular brand of 

“Irishness” had become out-dated. The presentation of an Irish text produced by

“  Connor in interview with Taplin, “One’s Company", The Sunday Tribune, May 19, 1985.
Swift, “Bloomsday at Lombard Street Studios”, The Irish Times, October 5, 1988. In reviews, 

the title “Lombard Street Studios” has been used although there appears to have been only one 
studio.
^  MacGoris, “A Painless Case...”, Irish Independent, October 5, 1988.

Brogan, “Bloomsday so stimulating!”, Evening Press, October 5, 1988.
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an American choreographer is stated in this instance as challenging stock 

representations of Irishness.

The Dublin Theatre Festival, in which Bloomsday was performed, was 

originally established in 1957. The festival, then called An Tostal, highlighted the 

relevance of the arts to the national economy, particularly tourism. With cutting 

edge theatre as part of the programme, the theatre festival represented the 

development of a new image for Ireland. Changes to Irish society can be seen in 

comparing DCDT’s production with another attempt to stage Joyce’s writing in the 

early years of the festival. Unlike DCDT’s production of Bloomsday in 1988, a 

stage production of Ulysses at the Dublin Theatre Festival of 1958 was cancelled 

due to objections by an eminent figure of the Catholic Church, Archbishop 

MacQuaid. After a letter of protest by the Archbishop when he was asked to 

celebrate mass to mark the opening of the festival in 1958, performances of Sean 

O’Casey’s The Drums of Father Ned and a stage version of Joyce’s Ulysses 

were cancelled. Samuel Beckett withdrew his work from the programme as a 

result, and finally the whole festival was cancelled for that year.^® In 1957, the first 

Dublin Theatre Festival suffered similar issues to the second, with the arrest of 

Alan Simpson for his staging of Tennessee William’s The Rose Tattoo at the Pike 

Theatre. The production involved a pre-marital seduction scene where a condom 

was allegedly dropped on the stage and Simpson was charged with “presenting 

for gain an indecent and profane performance.”^̂  By 1988, when DCDT staged 

their adaptation of Ulysses, attitudes to representations of sexuality and the body 

had vastly changed. Joyce’s book had become a canonical and widely 

acceptable text, adopted as a valuable source in promoting Ireland as a culturally 

rich country. Reviewers of DCDT’s Bloomsday in fact commented that the 

production had updated the classic and challenged the image of what 

represented Irishness.

Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre was set up in the late 1970s, with 

Davis as a founder and core member. The company regularly devised scores that 

incorporated movement and text, such as Bloomsday. Word Works (1985)

Nicholas Grene and Patrick Lonergan note that MacQuaid objected to the “inclusion of this 
‘obscene’ and ‘objectionable’ material”, see Grene and Lonergan, “Production History, Part One: 
1957-1970”, in Interactions: Dublin Theatre Festival 1957-2007, 221.

Simpson, Becl<ett and Behan and a Theatre in Dublin, 148.

47



included narratives on contemporary life in Ireland, while Modern Daze (1989) 

explored a self-help, therapy obsessed culture. Along with writing new pieces, the 

company also drew on existing texts, for example. Lunar Parables (1984) based 

on Yeats’ prose and poetry and Search (1983) based on Beckett’s Company. The 

Irish theme of these pieces is apparent, although the company also created 

works with a less specifically Irish context. For example, they presented a 

montage of film, music and movement called Single Line Traffic (1986) by New 

York choreographer Yoshiko Chuma and Tango Echo Brava November (1983) 

on the theme of American politics and war originally choreographed by Martha 

Bowers for the New York company Dance Theatre Etcetera. DCDT brought over 

choreographers and guest teachers from abroad on a regular basis, in order to 

broaden the range of dance techniques available to the company and their 

students. Of course, company members Loretta Yurick and Robert Connor 

originally came from America and had trained at the Centre for Performing Arts in 

Minneapolis with Hanya Holm and Nancy Hauser, while many dancers with 

DCDT came from the London School of Contemporary Dance for periods of time 

to work with the company.

The relationship between the body and language, along with the 

exploration of Irish themes through contemporary dance, are areas that were 

debated by reviewers of the company’s work at the time. I suggest in this chapter 

that the relationship between the body and language was an issue because of 

Ireland’s historical background. The relationship between Irish national identities 

and the Catholic Church contributed to cultural censorship that affected the 

development of dance in the country. While many Irish books which later became 

canons of Irish culture were banned in Ireland because of textual references to 

sexuality and the body, I suggest that dance was particularly marginalised. While 

many researchers have drawn on postcolonial theory to discuss cultural 

production in Ireland, Lonergan challenges the “postcolonial franchise that has 

dominated Irish Studies”, proposing that “we need a new framework for 

understanding contemporary developments in theatre in their social and cultural 

contexts.” ®̂ While a postcolonial heritage may have affected the development of 

dance in Ireland, Davis’ work with DCDT represents the effects of a developing

Lonergan, Theatre and Globalisation, 30.
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globalisation in the country. With the disintegration of national boundaries, the 

mobility of identities across cultures became apparent in DCDT’s work with 

international dancers, choreographers and trends in dance.

Body and Language in Irish Culture

The history of modern and contemporary dance in Ireland is characterised 

by the appearance of pioneering figures and dance companies only to disappear 

after a couple of years. Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre suffered a similar 

fate, although it provided a platform which has influenced the current dance 

landscape. Davis was a central figure in promoting contemporary dance and 

providing opportunities to dancers who are now prominent figures in the field. 

While Davis has been credited with founding the first contemporary dance 

company in Ireland, traces of modern dance can be found before DCDT was 

formed. Modern dance's first appearance in the country has been attributed to 

Erina Brady’s Irish School of Dance Art in the 1940’s. Brady, originally from 

Germany, fled from mainland Europe during World War II. She moved to Dublin, 

where she set up a school of modern dance based mainly on the dance style of 

German dancer Mary Wigman. Incidentally, Wigman’s approach influenced the 

development of Authentic Movement, one of the forms of somatic movement 

adopted by Davis in Maya Lila. Erina Brady performed in venues such as the 

Abbey Theatre, the Gaiety Theatre and the Mansion House during her time in 

Dublin. Brady left the country after a couple of years and her students also went 

abroad or gave up dance as a career, and modern dance did not reappear in 

Ireland until as late as the 1960s.

Following on from Brady’s school, Paul Johnson notes the inclusion of a 

module on Laban-based modern dance techniques on the Physical Education 

Course at Sion Hill in Dublin (1965-1970), which moved to Thomond College of 

Education in Limerick in 1972.^® In Dancing at the Crossroads: Memory and 

Mobility in Ireland, Helena Wulff mentions the Belfast Modern Dance Group 

running during the 1960s, set up by Helen Lewis, a holocaust survivor who came 

from Czechoslovakia to Belfast.®® Irish ballet dancer and teacher Cathy

Johnson, “Chronology of Contemporary Dance Practices from 1972 to 2002”, sent by email to 
the author.

Wulff, Dancing at the Crossroads: Memory and Mobility in Ireland, 77.
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O’Kennedy moved abroad during the 1970s and started make contact with 

contemporary dance forms, returning to develop a contemporary dance scene in 

Co. Wexford in the 1980s. However, most significantly for Joan Davis, an 

American dancer called Terez Nelson began to teach classes from the early 

1970s in Monkstown, County Dublin based on the Martha Graham technique. 

Davis attended these classes for two years and performed in short works under 

the direction of Nelson at St. Marks’ Hall on Pearse Street and later at the Project 

Arts Centre. Davis went on to train at London Contemporary Dance School 

(LCDS) due to the lack of training opportunities in Ireland, while Nelson left the 

country after a few years. LCDS also focused on the Graham technique, although 

other techniques were beginning to be taught there, indicating the broadening out 

of dance forms to include more contemporary approaches. Davis would travel to 

London for intensive courses and return to pass on what she had learned to 

students in Ireland, renting studio space to teach classes.

In the late 1970s, Davis renovated a family property at Harold’s Cross in 

order to construct a dance studio, which became Dublin Contemporary Dance 

Studio. At the studio, Davis and fellow dancer Karen Callaghan taught 

contemporary dance classes along with devising short pieces which were 

performed at the Project Arts Centre, the Eblana Theatre and schools around the 

country. The professional performing company, founded by Davis and Callaghan, 

was called Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre. During the years that the 

company survived, they managed to introduce contemporary dance to a wide 

audience, touring to theatres and schools around the country. The company also 

offered training and dance opportunities to some of today’s important dance 

figures in Ireland, as mentioned earlier. However, funding was a continuing issue 

for DCDT and the company’s Arts Council grants were completely cut in 1989. 

The company subsequently closed down and Nunan notes how the closure 

caused a “gap in terms of opportunities for young dancers to come through a 

repertory kind of ensemble.”®̂ In a way, DCDT had laid the groundwork for the 

development of a contemporary dance scene, although the company’s life span 

was cut short by funding difficulties.

Nunan, in discussion with tlie author, IVIarch 2009.
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The fluctuating wave of modern and contemporary dance developments in 

Ireland has been described as a “culture of loss and recovery.”®̂ While DCDS 

and DCDT lasted for over ten years, the closure of the company demonstrates 

again the pattern of loss and recovery which has dominated the history of 

contemporary dance in Ireland. In addition, the documentation of dance in Ireland 

is limited, with few articles and books on dance in the country. It can also be 

noted that despite the fact that Davis’ company DCDT performed on the national 

theatre’s Peacock stage throughout the 1980s, the company is excluded from the 

theatre’s archive. Mairead Lynch, assistant archivist at the Abbey Theatre states 

that: “ I have looked through the programmes for the years 1980, 1981, 1982, 

1986 and 1987 and unfortunately the only programme we have is of the June 

1986 performance when the DCDT were called the Dublin City Ballet. Any other 

record of them is a statement that they performed and nothing else.”®̂ The lack of 

documentation of Davis’ work and dance in Ireland more generally, leads me to 

question the reasons for such invisibility. While Davis marked out a space for 

contemporary dance in Ireland through providing training and introducing 

audiences to the dance form, her work has not been discussed in depth to date. 

Bernadette Sweeney argues that Ireland’s postcolonial position has impacted the 

development and documentation of performance that focuses on the body and 

movement, stating that “the importance of language for a postcolonial society has 

foregrounded the text at the cost of a suppressed body.”®'* Continuing this line of 

reasoning, it could be argued that modern and contemporary dance practice have 

not been consistently supported or given cultural status in the country and this 

could be attributed to Ireland’s postcolonial history.

The lack of specificity of the term “postcolonial" has been debated®^ and in 

the Irish situation the “post” of the term postcolonial can be questioned, where the 

starting point for the postcolonial is unclear. In addition, Lonergan argues that “it 

is difficult to sustain the notion that Ireland is postcolonial when it is also one of

Seaver mentions Mary Brady’s reference to the culture of loss and recovery “Loss and 
Recovery”, Irish Theatre Magazine 6, no. 27 (2006): 36-37.

Mairead Lynch, email message to the author, June 16, 2008.
Sweeney, Performing the Body in Irish Theatre, 194-195.
For example, Loomba suggests that the broad application of the term “postcolonial” can have 

the effect of homogenising diverse experiences, replicating the process of homogenisation of the 
“other” that can take place during colonisation. See Colonialism/Postcolonialism, 19.
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the wealthiest countries in the world.”®® The flow of ideas, styles of dance and 

dance practitioners has clearly been an innportant characteristic of the 

development of contemporary dance in the country. At the same time, it is 

important to identify the reasons for the marginalisation of contemporary dance in 

Ireland to understand the context for Davis’ work. Contrary to Kiberd’s emphasis 

on writing as a form of cultural resistance®^, I analyse the work of Joan Davis in 

order to include “bodily writing”®® in reflecting and questioning Irish national 

identities. This begins to answer the question of how to begin re-writing a more 

inclusive cultural history, if the narrative of Irish cultural history has sidelined 

movement-focused performance.

In postcolonial communities, there is often a complex relationship with the 

coloniser’s language, as it can be both considered an imposed construct but also 

a means of communication with a wider audience. The English language holds 

cultural value, even in the quest to resist colonial representations and to build a 

national Irish identity. The Abbey Theatre is a prime example of the complex 

relationship between the body and language in Irish theatre, both pioneering a 

“literary theatre” and experimenting in performance styles. There are difficulties in 

documenting performances that are not based on the written word, which 

exacerbates the problem of remembering non-text based performance. Anna Me 

Mullan states that “the focus on language and the text is [also] encouraged by the 

fact that texts which can be published and reproduced have a much wider 

circulation than works which rely wholly or partly on performance and the context 

of performance.”®̂ There is currently very little written on the development of 

modern and contemporary dance in Ireland, although histories of traditional Irish 

dance and ballet have emerged. The work of Ninette de Valois with the Abbey 

School of Ballet had been largely lost until recently documented in Victoria 

O’Brien’s doctoral research “A History of Irish Ballet from 1927 to 1963” 

(completed in 2008 at the University of Limerick). The work of DCDT has suffered 

a similar fate, as has Davis’ work more generally. The relative ease of recording 

play-texts and the need to establish an Irish cultural identity has ensured the

Lonergan, 221.
Kiberd, Inventing Ireland, 6.
See Foster, “Choreographing History”, 3.
IVIcMullan, “Reclaiming Performance: The Contemporary Irish Independent Theatre Sector”, in 

The State of Play: Irish Theatre in the ‘Nineties’, ed. Bort, 31.
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dominance of language-based performance. Performances that rely on 

alternative mediums have not been researched to the same extent because of 

difficulties in or resistance to documentation. As Sweeney states that “the literary 

discourse ensures that written language has an exchange value and is a tangible 

proof of cultural endeavour and cultural difference. Recording and acknowledging 

the performative as part of a cultural tradition are difficult tasks.

In addition to the emphasis on the circulation of the literary text in building 

a national culture, the strong relationship between post-independence Irish 

national identity and Catholicism contributed to a conservative attitude towards 

cultural production. While cultural censorship impacted all art forms, it 

compounded issues of visibility for dance. In Ireland’s situation, the countering of 

colonial attitudes of the native as uncivilised compounded a repression of the 

body in Irish culture. In Ireland, the threat of immoral behaviour to Irish national 

identity resulted in the control of dance in social and cultural contexts. As J.W. 

Whyte notes that “of all the new fashions in post-war Ireland, the one which the 

bishops seem to have feared most was the mania for dancing which spread 

across the country, and which led to a rash of small dance-halls.”^̂  Members of 

the Catholic Church called for legal regulation of the dance halls. In 1931, 

Reverend Devane contributed an article called “The Dance-Hall: A Moral and 

National Menace” to the Irish Ecclesiastical Record, proposing the introduction of 

supervision for dance halls. He notes; “I venture to think that legislation such as I 

have adumbrated ... would open a way for the rise of that moral idealism that 

shone for too brief a space in the youth of the Nation, and that vanished so 

tragically ... in the saddening debauch of the dance-halls.”^̂  Devane’s article 

clearly links Irish national identity with Catholicism, which had repercussions for 

social dance.

In 1935, a Dance Halls Act was passed to prohibit dancing in 

unsupervised spa ces ,su gges ting  that the Church and State were trying to 

moderate meetings of the opposite sex and bodily expression with the

Sweeney, 194-195.
Whyte, Church and State in Modern Ireland, 1923-1979, 25.
Devane, “The Dance Halls: A Moral and National Menace", Irish Ecclesiastical Record 37, 

1931, 189.
Dance Halls Act 1935, “An Act To Make Provision For The Licensing, Control, and Supervision 

of Places Used for Public Dancing”, http://acts.oireachtas.ie, accessed July 6, 2009.
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implications of sexual arousal. The act was also passed at a time when jazz 

music and ballroom dance linked with bodily contact and expressive movement 

styles were becoming popular in Ireland, indicating a resistance to outside 

influence because of the presumed threat to the stability of national identity. In 

addition, The Irish Dancing Commission, set up in 1930, strove to maintain the 

traditional form of Irish dance separate from outside influence, and was bound up 

with Catholic ideals of morality. Modern dance, on the other hand, came from 

abroad and did not always fit with Catholic ideals of moral decency. Anecdotal 

evidence of negative attitudes to the dance form exists in Jacqueline Robinson’ 

writings on her experience as a pupil of modern dance teacher Erina Brady, when 

she states that “it does seem that there was a definite prejudice against theatrical 

dancing on the part of the more conservative section of the community, and of 

several members of the Catholic C h u r c h .R o b i n s o n  also recounts stories of 

teaching at a convent, where certain postures and clothing used in the dance 

classes were not allowed.

In the decades prior to the establishment of Dublin Contemporary Dance 

Theatre, Ireland went through vast changes which made it possible for the 

company to develop. The Catholic Church, an institution that had for so long 

been a dominant influence on the state, struggled with changes to this status, 

and the conflict was played out in the cultural arena. Lionel Pilkington suggests 

that the closing down of Simpson’s performance of The Rose Tattoo at the Dublin 

Theatre Festival represented wider tensions arising from the social changes 

where the state was slowly separating from the Church. He suggests that “in 

many ways, therefore the arrest of Simpson was itself a dramatisation of the 

ideological battle that was taking place in the 1950s: between an expansionist 

state agenda (championed by politicians like Lemass and senior civil servants 

like Whitaker) and the defensive reactions of dominant elements within the 

Catholic C h u r c h .D u r i n g  this time, Ireland’s economic strategy altered radically, 

transforming Irish society as a result. The government moved away from the 

previously conservative and protectionist attitudes to the national economy, 

emphasising trade agreements with other countries. This went in opposition to

Robinson, Dance in Dublin in the 1940s, 8.
Pilkington, Theatre and State in Twentieth-Century Ireland: Cultivating the People, 157.
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the prior aim of the nation state to establish a distinct and separate Irish identity 

through differentiation from outside influences, especially that of the coloniser 

and Lonergan notes that “the current period of globalization in Ireland has its 

roots in the 1950s, when the government’s decision to embrace economic 

globalization unleashed a process of cultural globalization.” ®̂ The impact of these 

social and cultural changes can be seen in the development of DCDT. With 

financial support from the Arts Council of Ireland, DCDT invited international 

guest teachers and choreographers to work with the company, and thereby 

sought to engage with international movements in theatre and dance. Although 

developing a contemporary dance scene in Ireland was still difficult, dancer 

Loretta Yurick comments that “in commissioning work you brought in new people 

and new ideas so that kept you connected to the rest of the world and that would 

up the ante the next time you made a piece.

In 1973, the new Arts Act was set in motion, making changes in the Arts 

Council for the first time since it had been formed in 1951. At that time, there 

were three subsidised theatres in Ireland -  the Abbey Theatre, the Gate Theatre, 

and the Lyric Theatre in Belfast.^® In the following decades, this altered 

considerably, with the government supporting smaller companies, thereby 

creating alternatives to the mainstream. The primacy of the text was both 

explored and challenged, through the experimental practices of this proliferation 

of independent young companies that emerged between the 1970s and 80s such 

as Druid, Macnas, Field Day, Operating Theatre and Rough Magic. Christopher 

Morash comments that increased state funding for theatre from the 1960s to 

2000 allowed representations of the nation to diversify, stating that “spreading 

this money among more than forty companies who now receive funding (to which 

can be added almost fifty non-subsidised companies) means that Irish theatre is 

now more fragmented and makes fewer claims to represent an entire nation than 

ever before."^® The founding of Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre in 1979 can 

be seen to be part of this new wave of companies, whose work broadened 

representations of what constituted Irish culture.

Lonergan, 24.
Yurick, in discussion with the author, July 2008. 
IVlorash, A History o f Irish Theatre, 1600-2000, 243. 
Ibid., 271.
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Contemporary dance has only been progressively developing In Ireland 

since the late 1970s and it Is therefore more difficult to “recover” lost years of 

dance than previously censored written works. While the tradition of literature and 

theatre in Ireland has been used to promote the cultural status of the country, 

contemporary dance has struggled to develop. This is made apparent in 

infrastructural issues such as lack of dance space, relative lack of funding in 

comparison with theatre, and the lack of writing on the history of dance in Ireland. 

At the same time, the changes in social and political conditions in Ireland at the 

time when DCDT emerged, opened the way for cross-fertilisation of ideas from 

Ireland and abroad. In addition, the lessening control of Catholic morality over 

Irish culture meant that the exploration of the body and movement became more 

acceptable on the Irish stage. Inglis notes that “from the end of the 1950s the 

state began to pursue economic growth through increased Industrialisation, 

urbanisation. International trade, science and technology. The growth of the 

media brought enormous changes to family and community life ... The media and 

Catholic Church have changed po s i t i on s .C h an g es  to the Irish economic, 

social and cultural system provided a space where DCDT could take root, create 

work with input from international choreographers and techniques, and negotiate 

changing Irish identities, influenced by media, travel and the internationalisation 

of markets.

Writing a Dance History of DCDT

As a result of the lack of documentation of DCDT’s work, there are a few 

main resources that I use to discuss the work of the company.®^ I rely quite 

heavily on written sources that were produced during the period being 

researched, such as reviews, articles and Arts Council reports. I have not seen 

DCDT’s performances, so these written sources are useful in indicating attitudes 

towards the work at the time. In addition, I have access to private sources from 

Joan Davis, such as company documents and letters. However, I have also made 

use of non-written sources such as photographs and interviews with previous 

members of DCDT. Davis provided a collection of printed shots, along with 

programmes and posters, while Yurick has a digitally stored set of DCDT

Inglis, Moral Monopoly: The Rise and Fall of the Catholic Church in Modern Ireland, 246.
For an overview of sources and undertaking dance history research, see Layson, “Dance 

History Source Materials", in Dance History: an Introduction.
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production photographs. The material which both previous DCDT members hold 

will be a valuable resource for the much-needed new dance archive which is 

currently being developed at the University of Limenck. Finally I have access to 

video material of rehearsals towards the end of the 1980s when the company 

obtained a video camera. Most recently, it has come to light that Dance Theatre 

of Ireland hold video archives of actual productions, which I hope to access for 

future research.

However, archival documentation on DCDT often yields contradictory or 

inconclusive information. The reviews of DCDT from newspapers {Irish Times, 

Irish Independent, Irish Press, Sunday Tribune amongst others) sometimes 

converge and at other times conflict, with regard to opinions and vocabulary 

used. Take for example, an early piece entitled Improv (1980), where audience 

members were invited to interact with the dancers. Reviewer Carolyn Swift 

comments that “a delighted audience is allowed to devise patterns and dynamics 

by calling out numbered sequences to dancers identified by colours” .®̂ 

Meanwhile, Deaglan de Breadun notes a more reserved response, stating that 

“five dancers respond to more or less polite noises from the audience” .®̂ Of 

course, responses will vary depending on the night attended but questioning the 

publication source and the reviewers’ knowledge can also help to weight the 

opinions offered. Many of the reviewers of DCDT come from the background of 

theatre rather than dance. An exception to the rule is Diana Taplin, later Diana 

Theodores, who started as reviewer for The Sunday Tribune in 1984. While 

boundaries between what constituted dance and theatre were blurring 

internationally, contemporary dance in Ireland was relatively new to Irish 

audiences. As a result, writing about dance performance, even as it merged with 

theatre, was a new area. This is a fact which influenced the perception of the 

company’s work, with reviewers regularly discussing the integration of skills in 

relation to what they consider dance or theatre elements, and the combination of 

text with movement. One example is the discussion of the 1989 piece called 

Modern Daze, which was choreographed by guest director Nina Martin. Swift 

suggests that the company combine movement and language to good effect. She

82 Swift, “Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre at the Peacock”, The Irish Times, November 19, 
1980.
83 De Breadun, “Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre”, The Irish Times, October 28, 1980.
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comments that “in the process there is much wit, puning (sic) and caricature, as 

well as symbolism and frenetic, often off-balance dancing. The company speak, 

dance and mime well in a send-up of therapy and self-help g r ou p s .H ow ev e r ,  

Diana Theodores disagrees, stating that “ ‘Modern Daze’ was a script that 

happened to have movement. Take away the script and the dance would not 

exist. As it was, the dance passages often looked rather waffling and arbitrary.”®̂ 

These contrasting assessments highlight the difficulty of evaluating the 

company's performances when relying on reviews, as each reviewer had a 

different opinion on the combination of text and movement scores.

Doina, Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 1981

Visual materials also have to be critiqued for the information they provide 

and the photographs I have obtained are mainly posed shots which were used for 

promotion of the company’s productions. Layson comments:

Posed portraits ... may or may not be from an actual dance. Action 
photographs, a comparatively recent development, may evoke a 
performance mood or quality, but even when captioned with the title of a

Swift, “Modern Daze at the Project”, The Irish Times, February 9, 1989. 
Theodores, “Skin Deep", The Sunday Tribune, February 12, 1989.
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dance it does not necessarily follow that such photographs were taken 
during an actual performance.®®

I can cross-reference photographs with interviews, reviews and programme

information to verify information on costume, setting and content. For instance,

the image of Doina, which was performed in 1981 at the Peacock Theatre,

consists of three performers grouped together wearing net costumes. The

costumes are visually striking, composed of open-woven mesh which clings to

the performers’ bodies. This posed photograph attaches a visual image to my

perception of the piece but does not necessarily reflect the performance. I can

trace the name of the piece in this photograph from a reviewer’s comments that

“it is a dance of stately sensuality” with performers dressed in “web-like costumes

which developed a distracting number of holes as the dance proceeded.”®̂ The

reviews also offer information on the choreographer, Royston Maldoom, who had

previously choreographed for Dance Theatre of Harlem, New York and the Irish

Ballet Company, along with offering opinions on the performance. In addition to

photographs, the video footage I have obtained portrays sequences

choreographed in rehearsals, mainly pieces choreographed by Davis such as Of

a Feather (1986) and Hey! (1987). The footage offers an impression of the piece

and the rehearsal processes, although it does not always provide information on

the actual content of a finished production. I have also found it difficult at times to

assess which piece the group are rehearsing in the video footage, because the

devised matenal may have been quite different by the time it reached the stage.

For example, video footage from 1988 entitled Common Ground shows various

sequences using words and movement, such as a section combining phrases

with opposing movements (e.g. “I hear you” with hands covering ears or “ I’m fine”

while looking sick). However, I have found no reference to the programme

Common Ground in reviews and members of the company cannot recall this

piece, so it could have been re-named or perhaps never made it into production.

Finally in relation to sources, interview material is equally complex, 

depending on the questions selected by the interviewer, the relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee, the perspective of the interviewee and time 

limitations. At the same time, Layson comments that “these personal accounts

Layson, “Dance History Source Materials”, 22-23.
Anon., “Dancing in Style at the Peacock”, Irish Press, May 27, 1981.
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need to be valued for what they offer in terms of insights, impressions, feelings 

and the overall ambience of a period rather than for factual matters.” *̂* There are 

many articles on DCDT and on particular company members written at the time, 

and I also interviewed Davis, Nunan and Yurick recently. These can offer an 

insight into the attitudes of the company despite the obvious pitfalls of personal 

bias. For example, in an interview with Taplin in 1985, Robert Connor comments 

on working in Ireland: “Personally, I am more interested in experimental, post

modern choreographers. But you have to get the balance where you are as an 

artist and where your audience is. I don’t want to put on an American scene here. 

The work of DCDT has been to develop an Irish-reflected basis for contemporary 

d a n c e . T h i s  interview gives an impression of the company’s knowledge of 

postmodern approaches along with an awareness of the company’s place in an 

Irish context. In another interview at the time, Yurick states that “we want the 

audience to feel comfortable with whatever they see and understand ... We don’t 

want them to feel that they have to find a certain m e a n i n g . T h i s  indicates how 

the company were exploring developments in postmodern dance, such as 

breaking down linear narrative and opening up meaning and authority to the 

audience. The interviews indicate the company’s ethos in contrast with the 

perception of the reviewers, offering another perspective from which to view the 

work. At the same time, interviews can also simply represent how the performers 

wanted to be perceived in public, so again, information has to be verified against 

other sources such as Arts Council reports and reviews.

In writing about the work of DCDT, I attempt to open up a space to discuss 

Davis’ contribution to dance in Ireland. At the same time, I am aware that it is not 

only important to document and make visible, but also to interrogate the process 

of documentation. Instead of using archives as a verifiable source to make my 

argument, I acknowledge that I am constructing a narrative of an ephemeral 

event. Peggy Phelan notes that “to attempt to write about the undocumentable 

event of performance is to invoke the rules of the written document and thereby 

alter the event its e lf... The act of writing towards disappearance, rather than the 

act of writing towards preservation, must remember that the after-effect of

Layson, “Dance History Source Materials”, 24.
Connor in interview with Taplin, “One’s Company”, The Sunday Tribune, May 19, 1985. 
Yurick in interview with Cavanagh, “Absolute Dedication”, In Dublin, March 1981.
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disappearance is the experience of subjectivity itself.”®̂ Not only am I attempting 

to capture a sense of DCDT’s work, but I am altering the performance events 

through my subjective understanding of them. As a researcher, my sensory and 

emotional relationship with the material is evoked, producing particular responses 

that are not an “objective” perspective on Davis’ work. Instead, my writing creates 

a representation of the work, producing a document that reflects my own 

viewpoint as a researcher. In conceding this fact, I am pointing to the instability 

and subjectivity that such writing enacts. At the same time, I believe it is 

important to begin a dialogue with the archives of DCDT and to question why 

such work has been excluded from books on Irish performance history. In 

accepting the inevitable disappearance of dance performance, I suggest one of 

many narratives that might emerge in discussing the company’s work.

“Breakdancing at a Poetry Reading”: Body and Language in the 

Performances of DCDT

During the 1980s, the Arts Council of Ireland saw fit to support Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Theatre, suggesting that experimental physical 

performance was not seen as a threat to national identities as it was in earlier 

decades. At the same time, the company had to engage in a certain amount of 

self-censorship in relation to content and style, as contemporary dance was a 

new performance form for Irish audiences. DCDT sought to make their work 

accessible to an Irish audience, and the inclusion of language was used as a tool 

to connect with them. As mentioned earlier, the company’s performance of 

Bloomsday received the praise of “possibly the most painless Joyce of the 

century”, indicating a complex relationship with Ireland’s literary heritage. For 

MacGoris, DCDT’s interpretation provided a challenge to the “loquacity” of the 

text. At the same time, the work was deemed “provocative too, but mildly so”®̂ by 

the Evening Press, suggesting that the company’s embodiment of Joyce’s text 

was acceptable rather than subversive. In a society where bodily expression had 

previously been a taboo subject, the availability of television and the ensuing 

impact of international advertising images, along with the slowly lessening 

authority of the Catholic Church, obviously had an impact on Irish audiences.

Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 148.
92 Brogan, “Bloomsday so Stimulating!”, Evening Press, October 5, 1988.
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While DCDT’s Bloomsday in 1988 was praised by critics, previous 

attempts by the company to combine movement scores with text had received 

mixed responses. In 1982, Davis choreographed and performed in a piece called 

Anna Livia. Davis’ late husband, Gerald Davis was a Joycean scholar who was 

well known for playing the role of Leopold Bloom for Dublin’s “Bloomsday” 

celebrations, indicating a possible reason for her interest in using Joyce’s work in 

her choreography. On Anna Livia, Mary Brennan comments that;

Joan Davies’s (sic) choreography wittily translates the Joycean stream of 
consciousness into a marvellous broth of movement. As a taped voice 
over intones passages about political schemes -  including a hare-brained 
plan to titivate the Liffey -  the dancers, puppet-like, go through the 
motions of everyday life, exaggerating actions until they look like 
reflections in a distorting mirror, ‘picking up’ on a phrase and reiterating 
them to the point of risible inanity.^^

Brennan’s review suggests that the repetition of movements and phrases

represent the reiteration of actions and words in everyday life. The dancers are

like puppets that are manipulated to reproduce language and movement, and are

involved in the circulation of received ideas and behaviours. It is interesting to

note this idea in Davis’ choreography for DCDT as this is an area that she has

explored further in her Maya Lila project since 2002, where repetitive behaviour

patterns are recognised and new possibilities are developed through somatic

practices. On Anna Livia, Brennan highlights the physicalisation of the Joycean

stream of consciousness, although it appears from her account that language is

restricted to voice over recordings rather than live utterances. This indicates a

separation of movement from word as distinct rather than integrated

vocabularies. John Finegan states that ‘“Anna Livia’ by Miss Davis had amusing

and satirical moments, but spoken extracts from newspaper reports did not quite

marry the choreography and had a jarring effect.”®'’ This “jarring” of text and

choreography was to be a regular feature of reviews of the company’s work. In

this piece, Davis explored the possibility of separating the live moving body from

the pre-recorded voice in order to deal with the issue of using both in one piece,

although the company also explored speaking and dancing at the same time in

other performances.

Brennan, “Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre”, Glasgow Herald, August 18, 1982. 
Finegan, “Dance week at the Peacock”, Evening Herald, June 1, 1982.
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In the 1985 production of Word Works, the company attempted to 

integrate words and movement. The programme included different sections that 

referred to contemporary Irish society, such as Telecom Erring which depicted 

the frustrations of the Irish telephone system, and Eireann Go Brea which 

examined Irish phrases through movement. Swift says “These ‘Word Works’ 

begin with ‘Eireann Go Brea’ with the company miming and moving to phrases 

which were their response to the word Ireland, like ‘pubs, pints of Guinness and 

the crack’, and ‘rosary beads and large families’.”®̂ It is difficult to ascertain what 

critics and audiences thought of these representations of “Irishness”, as none of 

the reviews comment on this. DCDT’s choice of images in Word Works seem to 

represent both a harking back to an idealised family and community based 

Ireland of the past, at the same time as uncovering frustrations with a developing 

Irish society, such as the outdated telecommunication system.

However, the focus of the piece of merging words with movement and 

dancer Loretta Yurick notes that “we did a lot of works with words, I think 

because we felt that was a way to help people make what we were doing more 

accessible.”®̂ The idea that the use of language could help the audience relate to 

the work represents the familiarity of text-based performance over dance scores 

for Irish audiences. Diana Taplin comments on the fresh combination of words 

and movement as she states that “Word Works is an interplay between the 

images and rhythms of words and movements that is fluent and vigorous and 

entertaining in an unexpected way: like breakdancing at a poetry reading.”®̂ At 

the same time, she critiques that “DCDT can create original and clever theatre. 

They can also design, write and compose. And they dance -  better and better. 

What remains is for them to confront dancing head on -  and by that I mean more 

dance and less device. The more theatrically stretched they become the more 

their choreography shrinks.” ®̂ In other words, Taplin suggests that the use of 

what she considers as theatrical elements results in a loss of quality in the 

company’s choreography. Within the frame of “theatre” as opposed to “dance”, 

Taplin appears to include text, music and design elements which possibly include

Swift, “Dublin Dance Theatre”, The Irish Times, November 21, 1985.Qg
Yurick, in discussion with the author, July 2008.

97 Taplin, “Pyjama Parties , The Sunday Tribune, November 24, 1985.
Ibid.
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costume and set. However, it is not so easy to define dance and theatre as 

separate art forms, particularly at a time when boundaries between forms were 

disintegrating. Further confusion on the limits of dance and theatre can be noted 

in a review by Mary Leland, on their visit to Cork in 1984, when she states:

It seems to me that Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre have not yet 
achieved the necessary compromise between choreography as a pattern 
by which a story is told and choreography as a disciplined exposition of 
physical design. The compromise is important because this company, 
whose programme opened in Cork Playhouse on Monday, are a dance 
theatre group and ask their audience to expect visual and intellectual 
cohesion.®^

Leland notes that choreography can both encompass storytelling and physical 

display although she expects that the inclusion of “theatre” requires cohesion. 

However, this was a limiting perspective on performance at the time, where 

narrative cohesion was losing importance and boundaries between the art forms 

were dissolving. Helen Thomas comments that “post-modernism stresses the 

collapsing of the boundaries between high art and popular culture, between art 

and life, and a celebration of eclecticism through a mixing and matching of styles 

and genres.”^°° This relates to the company’s mixing of styles and media in their 

productions, which subsequently carries over to Maya Lila. Many of the reviewers 

related theatre with language and narrative, which is an issue embedded in 

Ireland’s cultural heritage. At the same time, some of the reviewers most 

probably had knowledge of international trends, for example Diana Theodores 

who had studied dance in the USA and Canada, so these reviews could simply 

indicate the company’s performance skills.

In 1989, DCDT worked with dancer and choreographer Nina Martin, who 

had previously worked at the Laban Institute in New York. The company 

produced a full length piece combining movement and text called Modern Daze, 

mentioned earlier, which Martin had onginally created with another company for 

the Vantaa Theatre in Helsinki. The photographs of the production show what 

appear to be characters through exaggerated costuming and postures, and 

MacGoris comments on the production that “five active, not to say acrobatic.

Leland, “Dublin Contemporary Dance in Cork”, The Irish Times, May 18, 1984.
Thomas, “Do You Want to Join the Dance? Postmodernism, Poststructuralism, the Body, and 

Dance", in Moving Words: Re-Writing Dance, ed. Morris, 67.
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young dancers, in zany costumes which go attractively together, examine today’s 

human predicament from love to psychoanalysis through a continuous sequence 

of mostly diverting dances and innocently self-examining s p e e c h . A s  noted 

earlier, however, Theodores comments that “ ‘Modern Daze’ was a script that 

happened to have m o v e m e n t . H e r e ,  again, Theodores reflects comments that 

she had made in previous years on the conflict between the dance skills and the 

use of text in DCDT’s work. With the ongoing debate about the use of text and 

movement in the performances, the reviewers often suggested that this 

integration limited the company’s dance capacity. At the same time, the lack of 

dance training in the country meant that the young company did not have the 

infrastructure to develop and support new approaches to dance. In response, the 

company invited guest teachers and choreographers from abroad in order to 

develop the company’s skills. These approaches to dance were relatively new to 

audiences in Ireland, and the resulting performances were not always understood 

as dance by reviewers. In developing new dance forms in the country, Davis and 

DCDT linked Ireland with a global community of dance professionals. At the 

same time, being located in Ireland allowed the company freedom to explore in a 

place where they had no direct competitors. As Davis started dance training very 

late in life in comparison with most dancers, her role as an innovator in dance 

meant that she found a place for herself to experiment with new ideas without the 

restrictions of expectations about physical technique. The Irish location brought 

both limitations and benefits for Davis as an emergent dance practitioner to make 

her mark in the changing Irish cultural and political landscape.

Mac Goris, “Modern Daze in a Teasing Mood”, Irish Independent, February 9, 1989. 
Theodores, February 12, 1989.
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Modern Daze, Dublin Contennporary Dance Theatre, 1989

Irish Themes and International Trends in the Work of DCDT

The company sought to engage with Irish themes along with embracing 

international trends in dance, reflecting new ideas of what constituted “ Irishness” 

in an era of travel, tourism, television and international trade. However, Irish 

identity, texts, characters and stories continued to be important sources of 

material for their works. None of the dancers interviewed indicate that the 

inclusion of Irish themes stemmed from funding policies, although DCDT received 

a state subsidy and performed regularly on the national theatre’s Peacock stage. 

At the same time, pieces that related to the Irish context inevitably were more 

familiar or accessible and might help the audience to relate to the work. In 

addition, DCDT’s choreographers appeared to relish using Irish material as a 

starting point, for example Jerry Pearson’s productions of Lunar Parables and 

Bloomsday. In fact, the exploration of Irish themes may have been important to a 

company that had such diverse cultural affiliations, from the Irish American 

Robert Connor and Loretta Yurick to the Irish-born Jewish Joan Davis. Yurick 

notes on her delight where first in arriving in Ireland that “there was no Burger 

King or McDonalds”, finding a place of refuge from advanced globalisation and
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capitalism in A m e r i c a .H o w e v e r ,  this was starting to change in Ireland with 

slowly increasing international exchange, and questions over national identity, 

roots and homeland became pertinent, as Auge notes:

at the very same moment when it becomes possible to think in terms of 
the unity of terrestrial space, and the big multinational networks grow 
strong, the clamour of particularism rises; clamour from those who want to 
stay at home in peace, clamour from those who want to find a mother 
country. As if the conservatism of the former and the messianism of the 
latter were condemned to speak the same language: that of the land and 
roots.

During the recession times of the 1980s, it may have been more difficult to see 

the impact of the economic, social and cultural changes in Ireland, and this was 

an appealing aspect to many foreign visitors such as Yurick. At the same time, 

the leap in attitudes to the body and the impact of international influences, 

through media and travel, meant that Ireland was at a moment in history when 

the values of the past and contemporary influences were being negotiated in 

society.

In their work, the company explored this complex area of contemporary 

Irish identities through encompassing Irish themes and contemporary dance. In 

1984, DCDT attempted to modernise traditional Irish dance at the ContempEire 

festival, a festival of contemporary Irish culture. On DCDT’s contribution to the 

festival, Diana Taplin comments:

In their second programme for the ContempEire Festival, the Dublin 
Contemporary Dance Theatre, performing at Powerscourt Townhouse 
Centre, just possibly touched on this issue of national style with their suite 
of contemporary Irish folk dances...this suite explores with simplicity and 
innocence some of the possibilities for Irish folk-inspired contemporary 
dance, with fertile results.

In this performance, DCDT’s work reflects the evolution of national identities at

the time, as they were moving away from the strict forms codified by the Irish

Dancing Commission in the 1930s. The title of the festival “ContempEire”, along

103 Yurick, “there was no Burger King or McDonalds ... It was very, very deeply Irish and most 
people didn’t have two cars often let alone one. There were many people who didn’t have 
televisions, huge percentage of homes in Ireland had no heat except by fire and we loved it 
immediately, we thought this was just a wonderful culture of family, connection”, in discussion with 
the author, July 2008.

Auge, Non-places: an Introduction to Supermodernity, 28.
Taplin, “Reshaping Folk Rhythms”, The Sunday Tribune, October 14, 1984.
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with DCDT’s combination of Irish and contemporary dance, suggests that Insh 

identities had become more malleable than at the beginning of the nation state. 

Contrasting with the company’s representation of stereotypes of Irish identity in 

Word Works, this performance shows the company’s engagement with the 

nation’s changing identity. Of course, the updating of Irish dance has been 

pursued to its limits in the internationally renowned Riverdance show, which 

emerged during the rapid globalisation of Ireland during the Celtic Tiger period, 

branding Irishness in a way that titillates contemporary tastes while maintaining 

traditions from the past. For DCDT, however, this was an initial experiment in 

examining the cross-fertilisation of styles in the early years of contact between 

Irish and contemporary dance forms.

Following this Irish theme, couple Sara and Jerry Pearson choreographed 

Lunar Parables in 1984, dealing with the symbols and philosophies of W.B. 

Yeats. Again, the previously protectionist attitude to national identity was 

challenged in the combination of Yeats’ text with contemporary choreography. 

The piece included text spoken by Niall Tobin, slides of lunar scenes and Celtic 

designs, along with music by De Danaan, Clannad, Stockton’s Wing, the Bothy 

Band and Derek Bell. Diana Taplin comments on the piece that “there are times 

when I yearned for more dancing of the intricate-step-and-technical-prowess 

kind, as I do in many of DCDT’s works. They are inclined to oversell the 

‘expressive-pedestrian’ school of movement which does not pull enough out of 

their capable t e c h n i q u e . H o w e v e r ,  Graham Sennett comments on the 

programme, including Lunar Parables and two other pieces that “they all add up 

to the best show in Dublin at the moment.” °̂  ̂ Taplin continues to question the 

inclusion of pedestrian movement which was becoming increasingly popular 

internationally in postmodern dance, beside the virtuosic style of more traditional 

dance forms. However, the conflicting opinions of the reviewers suggest that 

appreciation of developments in dance was mixed. At the same time, this could 

represent the dance skills of the company at the time, who had limited access to 

regular dance training within the country.

Taplin, “Multi-Media Harmony”, The Sunday Tribune, December 30, 1984. 
Sennett, “Magic in the Project”, Evening Press, March 20, 1985.
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Changes in performance styles internationally were brought about by the 

transformation of how identity and society were perceived internationally. With 

the proliferation of goods and capital came new experiences of time and space, 

particularly through advancements in technology. In performance, fragmented 

narratives were explored to reflect the bombardment of individuals with images, 

places and events through mass media advertising, television channel-hopping 

and worldwide travel. The proliferation of multiple narratives and the 

juxtapositioning of diverse materials became stock characteristics of postmodern 

cultural forms, questioning the relevance of the “meaning” behind narratives and 

images in mediatised societies. Drawing on this background, postmodern dance 

practice encompasses a wide variety of approaches, and Dempster notes:

The postmodern is not a newly defined dance language but a strategy and 
a method of inquiry which challenge and interrogate the process of 
representation itself. Once the relation between movement and its referent 
is questioned, the representational codes and conventions which inschbe 
the body in dance are distinguishing features of the postmodern mode.^°®

While DCDT drew on postmodern dance strategies, the company’s style could be

described as eclectic, due to the fact that choreographies were created by a

range of company members and guest choreographers. In addition, Ireland was

as yet in a transitional phase from separate nation state to becoming a part of an

international network. DCDT continued to explore the area of representation in

many works, such as Word Works described earlier. However, they also

integrated pedestrian dance, fragmented narratives, parody and juxtaposition of

different elements within their work. One of the strategies of postmodern dance

that DCDT consistently adopted was the collective mode of operation, replacing a

hierarchical tradition which placed authority with the choreographer. Sally Banes

notes on the postmodern company Grand Union that “members of the group ...

had been working for years to find alternatives to the established power

structures of the dance world. During those years, American culture generally

expressed themes of concern with collaboration, collective living and working

s i t u a t i o n s . T h e  core group at DCDT shared roles of teaching, choreography,

performance and running the organisation, with no one person at the head of the

company. Of course, this is an area that Davis still explores in her Maya Lila

Dempster, “Women Writing the Body: Let’s Watch a Little How She Dances”, 45-46.
Banes, Terpsichore in Sneakers: Postmodern Dance, 208.
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project, as the performers both collaborate and live together for the duration of 

the performances. At the same time, many postmodern choreographers 

continued with a hierarchical system and, in any case, it can be difficult to discern 

exactly how collaboratively a company operates. On DCDT, Mary Nunan notes 

that “although we were a cooperative I would have to say the driving force behind 

it was Joan. Joan was writing the applications, getting the money, doing all of the 

things that somebody with that kind of real commitment to get the resources to 

sustain the thing -  that was Joan.”^̂ °

The idea of the collective creativity of a core performance group was also 

becoming more prevalent in Irish theatre generally, as Irish artists were making 

contact with companies in Europe and America, and bringing back new methods 

of working. For example, Bernadette Sweeney discusses the collaboration 

between Tom McIntyre, Patrick Mason and Tom Hickey in producing 

performances in the 1980s, drawing on influences such Meredith Monk, Merce 

Cunningham and Pina Bausch.^^^ In an era of mobility for artists and contact with 

diverse artistic approaches from abroad, McIntyre and company worked 

collectively from 1983-1988 to create performances at the Abbey Theatre, 

producing work drawing on a physicalised and collaborative approach. Like 

McIntyre and company, DCDT drew on canonical texts and integrated them with 

visual and movement based scores. Indeed, DCDT also performed at the 

Peacock Theatre in 1980 to 1982, and 1986 to 1987, showing that the national 

theatre was willing to open its doors to companies who worked with vocabularies 

and approaches that provided an alternative to the main stage. The imagistic and 

physicalised performance techniques from abroad could perhaps be linked with 

theatre-making that “aims to be accessible to international audiences through the 

diminution of language in favour of visual spectacle: dance, and movement 

generally, act as a form of non-verbal communication that is understood across 

linguistic boundaries.”^ W h i le  this can be understood as a strategy to make 

work more easily accessible in many markets, a non-text-based approach also

Nunan, in discussion with the author, IVIarch 2009. 
Sweeney, 51-52.
Ibid., 74.
Lonergan, 169-170.
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brought challenges to Ireland’s literary tradition, in some ways evading the 

commodification of more easily reproduced written forms.

The Classical Ideal, Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 1983

In 1983, Sara and Jerry Pearson choreographed a piece called The 

Classical Ideal, which utilised postmodern strategies of juxtaposition and parody 

of forms. The Classical Ideal montaged contemporary dance styles and themes 

with a well known ballet score. Swift notes that “confined in white metal frames in 

the shape of houses, they peer out at the world, search for contacts, move 

together and apart, now pulling together, now breaking away....Set ironically to 

the classical music of Tchaikovsky’s ‘Swan Lake’, the ‘Dance of the Little Swans’ 

is burlesqued in a ballet of hands and arms.”” '* However, DCDT’s conceptual 

explorations in dance were often met with confusion. For example. Swift 

describes a new piece called Firestone dealing with Irish history choreographed 

by Richard Haisma, who had also worked with the postmodern Murray Louis 

Dance Company. She states that “Richard Haisma’s ‘Firestone’ has the full 

company in interesting patched costumes to music he wrote with Mike Mesbur 

and Peter Keenan, using the text from Dr. J.H. Andrews’ essay “A Geographer’s

Swift, “Dublin Dance Theatre at the Gate”, The Irish Times, March 23, 1983.
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View of Irish History” as commentary. The significance of this escaped me.”^̂  ̂ In 

response to the same programme, The Cork Examiner notes that “while three 

dance routines were spectacular, one could find fault with many of the themes. A 

tendency to use abstract themes like ‘Outside Inside’ and ‘Firestone: A 

Landscape’ must have left many puzzled as to what was really meant, whereas 

more common ideas might have been more effective.”^ T h e s e  reviews indicate 

that when the company introduced more conceptual approaches to dance into 

their repertoire, many critics were unable to relate to the work.

Contemporary dance was a relatively new form in the country and the 

reviewers did not necessarily have the experience to read the codes of the 

performances. On the one hand, DCDT tried to combine contemporary dance 

with Irish themes in order to make the work accessible. Indeed, they drew on Irish 

literary texts alongside writing their own scripts based on contemporary Irish 

themes. However, on the other hand, the company also attempted to bring new 

approaches in dance to Ireland and to challenge the perceived norms of dance 

through working with international choreographers. This strategy resulted from 

the increasing possibilities for travel and international exchange, along with the 

developing mobility of identities at the time. Simultaneously, the company 

continued to explore “Irishness” from the viewpoint of contemporary dance, rather 

than separating completely from Irish themes or historical influences. This 

interplay between local and international came during a period when Ireland was 

experiencing changes to its society, and this exploration has been deepened in 

Maya Lila which emerged during the rapid globalisation of the Celtic Tiger era.

Funding and Finance of DCDT

Despite a fluctuating economy in the 1970s and the recession years of the 

1980s, Davis managed to secure small Arts Council grants for Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Studio and Company, with additional support from early 

patrons Niall Montgomery and Marsha Paludan. The company subsidised their

Ibid. Andrews’ text relates Ireland’s historical development to the country’s geographical 
features. See Andrews, “A Geographer’s View of Irish History”, in The Course of Irish History, ed. 
Moody and Martin, 1-12.

Anon., “Dazzling Dancers”. Corl< Examiner, August 2, 1983.
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income with dance classes at the studio, which were popular due to the dance 

boom following the film Fame in 1980. Davis states:

The timing was amazing because it was right when Fame, the Musical 
came out and everybody wanted to be in leotards...we were swept up on 
that, you know and then of course aerobics came in and they took all our 
custom away. But at first we were the only thing that was there, so we did 
a bit of bopping too, but then aerobics came in and people kind of went for 
that.'^^

The impact of international media on consumer’s choices in Ireland can be seen, 

as trends from Fame to aerobics influenced the company’s income. In 1981, the 

company received £6000 from the Arts Council to develop their performances, 

although they lost their funding again in 1982. Carol Coulter comments that “the 

budget of the two major dance companies, the Dublin City Ballet and the Cork- 

based Irish Ballet Company, run from September to August, and they had 

received commitments from the Arts Council before it received its grant. This left 

nothing in the Council’s budget for the Contemporary Dance Theatre.”” ® The 

company’s funding was cut just as they were mounting a new programme at the 

Peacock Theatre, and Graham Sennett comments that “if, due to funding 

difficulties, this is the final programme from Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 

the company has saved the good wine till last.””  ̂ Despite the lack of funding, the 

company continued with their planned tour including Edinburgh Fringe Festival. 

The company survived the year due to the popularity of their classes along and a 

small grant from Dublin C orpo ra tion .H ow ever, The Dance Council of Ireland, a 

resource organisation funded by the Arts Council, was launched in 1983, 

boosting the status of dance in Ireland. In the same year, DCDT’s funding was 

reinstated to the sum of £6000, although the company had lost dancers Ruth 

Way and Judy Cole who moved on to further their careers abroad.

In 1985, The Arts Council of Ireland commissioned a report on dance in 

the country, with increasing pressure from dance groups to develop the art form 

in Ireland. Peter Brinson, a representative from the Laban Centre in London, 

reviewed Irish dance companies and presented his observations in the Arts

Davis, in discussion with the author, May 2007.
Coulter, “Their Last Waltz?", Sunday Tribune, May 30, 1982.
Sennett, “Putting the Best Foot Forward”, Evening Press, June 1, 1982. 
Coulter, May 30, 1982.
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Council report “The Dancer and the Dance: Developing Theatre Dance in

Ireland”, commonly known as the “Brinson Report”. In the report, he strongly

supported DCDT’s work and recommended increased funding for the company. 

He stated that “the company and its touring activities are increasingly under 

threat from external pressure, predominantly of a financial nature. The influence 

of these pressures is apparent at all levels of their activity, both qualitatively in 

terms of performances, and quantatively in terms of the amount of company 

activity.”^̂  ̂ He noted that the lack of funding had been stifling the company’s 

work and recommended that the company be provided with sufficient subsidy to 

employ an administrator, extra dancers and technical support. He also

recommended that the Arts Council develop dance education in the country, and

employ a modern dance consultant to inform funding decisions. Following 

Brinson’s report, DCDT benefited from large increases in funding to £50,000 in 

1985 and £60,000 in 1986. This enabled the company to employ a new full-time 

male dancer, Tony Pinder from London School of Contemporary Dance and later 

Paul Johnson (now Managing Director of Dance Ireland). The subsequent 

performances saw a rise in production values, with large-scale, full-length 

performances such as Single Line Traffic in 1986 with New York choreographer 

Yoshiko Chuma. Taplin comments that “the choreographer, Yoshiko Chuma, is a 

Japanese New Yorker whose company. The School of Hard Knocks, is as much 

about acting, singing, acrobatics, opera house spectacle and pedestrian street 

fare as it is about d a n c e . T h i s  was followed by other large-scale dance theatre 

productions such as Bloomsday and Modern Daze described earlier, made 

possible through the provision of increased funding during the period of up to 

£80, 000.

It was a shock for the company to receive a letter from the Arts Council in 

1989 stating that their funding had been completely cut. The Arts Council stated 

that “it cannot countenance the spending of public money on poor-quality dance 

... when so many high-quality manifestations of the other arts are under- 

funded”^̂  ̂ DCDT responded by indicating that contemporary dance was a new

Brinson, The Dancer and the Dance: Developing Theatre Dance in Ireland, 33.
Taplin, “Assault of the Senses”, The Sunday Tribune, October 12, 1986.
Arts Council of Ireland archives, letter from the Arts Council to Dublin Contemporary Dance 

Theatre, February 27, 1989.
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and developing field. They suggested that therefore they could not compete with 

other art forms with a longer tradition in the country, without the required support 

to develop an infrastructure for dance. In a document contesting the cuts, they 

also pointed out that they received no indication prior to the cut about any 

difficulties that the Arts Council may have had with their work. In their favour, they 

highlighted Brinson’s recommendations to support the company a few years 

previously. In relation to audiences, the company stated that “the company’s 

performances in the Project Arts Centre in February 1988 were completely sold 

out. The Company’s Dublin Theatre Festival productions of ‘Bloomsday: 

Impressions of James Joyce’s Ulysses’ played to 80% capacity and received 

critical acclaim from every single national newspaper.” ^̂ "̂  The company described 

their contribution to dance education through teaching at the dance studio and 

visiting over fifty secondary schools throughout Ireland over the years. However, 

the company’s funding was not reinstated and DCDT closed down. Previous 

company member Mary Nunan comments that “it was always about content and 

depth of investigation, but I think there was an accessibility to the programme so 

... it’s hard to understand why the decision was made to cut the company like 

that.”^̂  ̂ The sweep of funding cuts in dance that happened in the late 1980s 

again points to the “culture of loss and recovery” where dance companies would 

develop only to collapse again from lack of support. In this environment, where 

other art forms were more established or favoured by funders, it was difficult for 

contemporary dance to flourish.

At the same time, it can be noted that Davis’ dance interests had changed 

in the years prior to the cuts. In 1987, Davis took a sabbatical from working with 

DCDT to travel the world, including a stop off in New York to study voice, theatre, 

improvisation and release technique. She returned to perform in Bloomsday and 

Modern Daze with DCDT although she admits her increasing separation from the 

company at the time, as she states:

I really wasn’t interested in it so much anymore, the stylised choreography.
And I wanted to do much more innovative things but the company, like all
things, it was being driven towards better skills and I couldn’t keep up with

Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, “Press Release”, archival material belonging to Joan 
Davis.

Nunan, in discussion with the author, March 2009.
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that, so I was glad to be out of i t ... younger dancers and more flexible and 
get your legs up here! I just wasn’t really interested in producing that.^^®

It appears that the core members of DCDT wanted to pursue different strands of

dance, and Mary Nunan suggests that “you probably could have seen that we

wouldn’t have been able to continue working together because I think we all

actually had quite strong and quite differing priorities or a e s t h e t i c s . W h i l e

Bloomsday was celebrated by reviewers, Davis was moving away from the

company’s increasing emphasis on technical ability and larger productions.

Instead, Davis was interested in outdoor work along with impulse-based

movement which had been a constant theme in Davis work with DCDT. While

Yurick and Connor applied for project funding for a new contemporary dance

piece, Davis decided to change direction and began attending somatic training in

England and America.

Somatic Approach: Maya Lila and DCDT

Throughout her career with DCDT, Davis makes constant reference in 

interviews to the way in which contemporary dance offers a place for different 

body types and individual movement styles. This was perhaps especially 

pertinent to Davis because she started training at the age of 29, even though she 

had enjoyed many styles of dance previously as a hobby. The emphasis on 

challenging ideals of body form and movement, of course, is also central to 

Davis’ work in Maya Lila. As a result, it is interesting to note that prior to her 

somatic training, she comments that “you’re pretty well sunk if you don’t have a 

certain shape in classical ballet ... In modern dance you have far more leeway in 

what you can do. You can move according to your own d i m e n s i o n s . I n  Maya 

Lila, movement comes from internal impulse rather than external appearance, 

offering a challenge to the technical drive and use of particular body types in 

many dance forms.

Improvisation and ensemble work were also focal points in DCDT’s early 

work. While today Davis suggests that there subtle differences between 

improvisation and her somatic approach in Maya Lila, her interest in 

improvisation came from exploring impulses for movement and ensemble

Davis, in discussion with the author, IVlay 2007.
Nunan, in discussion with the author, March 2009.
Davis in interview with Coulter, ‘T h e ir Last W altz?”, The Sunday Tribune, M ay 30, 1982.
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relationships. Improvisation became a core approach for both teaching dance 

and performing in DCDT. Editor of Dance News Ireland, Paul O’Brien writes that 

improvisation was “a method Joan discovered helped her students to move more 

completely in their own way without the restriction imposed by striving for 

perfection in formal te ch n iq u e .Im p ro v isa tio n  contrasted with the emphasis on 

external appearance in other dance techniques, as the relationship between 

performers, audience and environment on a particular day became part of the 

performance. Indeed, DCDT’s early piece Improv (1980) allowed the audience to 

inform decisions that stimulated an improvisation by the performers. This 

emphasis on improvisation improved the company’s capacity for listening and 

responding as an ensemble, and critic Rhys Taylor comments that “months of 

contact improvisation classes in Dublin have created quick rapport between the 

four d a n c e r s . T h e  acts of listening and responding through the body, along 

with focus on developing an ensemble of dancers have continued to inform Maya 

Lila. In addition, audience participation in creating the performances is central to 

Maya Lila, like in improvisation where the environment influences the resulting 

performance.

Davis’ work through improvisation could be seen as a search for the 

somatic approach. This can be understood by comparing statements from 

interviews during her time with DCDT and her writing on Maya Lila. Davis 

recounts her early experience of dancing for her grandfather in an interview with 

Ronit Lentin in 1989, as she states that ‘“ like every little girl, I improvised, though 

I didn’t know what I was d o i n g . C o m p a r e  this with her statement from her 

book Maya Lila -  The Offering, when she writes that “I can remember dancing for 

my grandpa ... Looking back now, I see I was doing Authentic Movement.”^̂  ̂This 

comparison indicates the relationship between improvisation and Authentic 

Movement, as forms of impulse-based movement. At the same time, having 

trained in both improvisation and Authentic Movement, Davis argues that there 

are differences in the approaches. She comments that “for me, improvisation is 

more about playing with the forms as they come up or deciding on a form and

O’Brien, “Profile: Joan Davis”, Dance News Ireland, the Newsletter o f the Dance Council o f 
Ireland 1, no. 3, (1985): 4.

Taylor, “A letter from Dublin”, New Dance 27, Winter (1983): 5.
Davis in interview with Lentin, “Dance, the Modern Way”, The Irish Times, March 14, 1985.
Davis, Maya Lila -  The Offering, 2007b, 4.
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then playing with it...For me, Authentic Movement Is really movement that arises 

out of emptiness. It has a different quality of movement and it creates a different 

form of m o v e m e n t . F o r  example, improvisation can be based on decisions 

such as playing with space, time, form and other dancers, while Authentic 

Movement relies on waiting for internal impulses such as sensation, emotion or 

memory to stimulate movement. The rules of helping your partner, such as 

always saying “yes” in theatre improvisation games, do not apply within Authentic 

Movement. The mover is required to be attentive to internal impulses which 

could, in fact, be to move away from another mover or to undertake a completely 

different course of action from other performers. Vocabularies also develop within 

forms of improvisation, such as the rolls, lifts and counter-balances in contact 

improvisation, or the stock games in comedy improvisation. Of course, certain 

movement dynamics might repeat themselves within an ongoing Authentic 

Movement group, such as the group of performers in Maya Lila. At the same 

time. Authentic Movement could be described as an approach to movement 

rather than a movement language, and the resulting movement material that 

emerges from Authentic Movement can look quite different from types of 

movement im prov isa tion .H ow ever, Davis’ desire for movement stemming from 

bodily impulse rather than learned technique becomes apparent in her work with 

DCDT. In addition, Davis’ early leaning towards somatic techniques is also 

summed up in Lentin’s statement that “she [Davis] has been studying many other 

dance techniques plus Aikido, Shiatsu, yoga and Alexander technique and has 

become involved in meditation -  all of which finds its way into her 

choreography.”^̂  ̂ Alexander technique is considered a somatic approach, often 

used in actor training. Indeed, many Asian forms such as yoga and tai chi have 

impacted the development of contemporary somatic forms.

Examining the work of DCDT, it is interesting to note the threads that run 

throughout Davis’ career. Her focus on bodily impulse and the ensemble 

approach to movement are clear from her work with DCDT. The collaborative 

system for creating work in DCDT also informs Davis attempt to build community

Davis, 2007a, 66.
I am grateful to Antje Schneider, Cindy Cummins and the Dance Research Group at Dance 

House Dublin for debating the differences between Authentic Movement and improvisation with 
me.

Lentin, The Irish Times, March 14, 1985.
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and democratic processes in Maya Lila. This extends to the audience, who are 

invited to interact with and inform the performances, again pointing to the 

postmodern trope of opening up meaning to the audience. In addition, the 

concerns with movement and language, are recurrent themes with DCDT and 

Maya Lila, as the body-mind relationship is a central concern in somatic practice. 

Davis’ contribution to dance in Ireland perhaps comes from the challenges she 

proposes to the Irish performance landscape. Drawing on international training, 

she has continued to bring new approaches to Ireland from abroad and managed 

to develop new work. Of course, the importance of locality in an era of 

globalisation is a continuing theme in Maya Lila, which I deal with in the final 

chapter. The connection between local and global is a large part of the Maya Lila 

performance practices, perhaps because Davis has always negotiated her place 

between locatedness and mobility of identities. While I later discuss the changes 

to the Irish performance landscape brought about by rapid globalisation, there are 

continuing problems for dance and physical theatre companies in obtaining and 

maintaining funding in Ireland. This was an issue for DCDT whose funding was 

cut suddenly in 1989 despite previous support from the Arts Council report on 

dance. Funding has become particularly precarious in the current economic 

climate, although it appears that the Arts Council continue to value Davis’ work as 

she received funding to support the Maya Lila performances in 2010.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I discussed the development of contemporary dance in 

Ireland, which has been bound up with changing attitudes towards the body in 

Irish culture. This afforded me the opportunity to write a brief history of DCDT, 

which does not exist to date. I have described Davis’ work with DCDT as I wish to 

give the work its place in the history of performance in Ireland. This chapter also 

gives me an opportunity to trace the historical and cultural context of Davis’ work 

as a backdrop to developing further readings of the Maya Lila project later in the 

thesis. DCDT emerged in a period of Irish history when boundaries were being 

opened up to international trade and exchange. In addition, developments in 

technology meant that television, telecommunication and international travel 

became more efficient and accessible, affecting understandings of “nationhood”. 

This was pertinent to Davis who trained abroad, along with Robert Connor and
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Loretta Yurick who were members of the Irish diaspora. Bringing together this 

mobility of identities within an Irish landscape, they explored Irishness through 

contemporary techniques, updating representations of national identities. Inviting 

postmodern dance practices into their work, the company also played with ideas 

about what constituted dance performance. The conceptualisation of dance as a 

display of virtuosic movement has been challenged internationally as everyday 

movement and personal narrative began to be included regularly under the title of 

dance in the West since the 1970s. Creating a definition of what constitutes 

dance and theatre is particularly difficult in Davis’ performances from her work 

with DCDT to that in Maya Lila, as her work often unsettles binary oppositions 

(such as body/language or body/mind) and proposes an approach that 

intertwines both.

DCDT’s contribution to performance in Ireland has not been well 

documented, except for a welcome mention in a handful of books and articles. 

Despite the fact that the company were the national representatives of 

contemporary dance for a period of time, highlighted by support from a report by 

Peter Brinson, documentation of the company’s productions is limited. Revisiting 

and rewriting histories is necessary to indicate the way in which history has been 

selective in previous ages and for what reasons. One can speculate as to why 

the work of DCDT has been only touched on briefly in many accounts of Ireland’s 

performance history -  the quality of the company’s work, its relative importance in 

comparison to other companies and leading figures, or the availability of research 

material. I would like to argue for the significance of DCDT in Irish dance history, 

and as such the importance of the documentation of the company’s work. While 

DCDT adapted their work in an attempt to make it more accessible to an Irish 

audience, they also played a considerable part in introducing Irish performers and 

audiences to contemporary dance. The company’s work did not only represent 

issues that arose at the time surrounding language and movement in 

performance, but also altered performance history as a catalyst for new forms of 

expression in Ireland. Alexandra Carter notes that “the relationship between 

dance and its socio-historical context is complex, for dance does not simply
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‘reflect’ the value systems, customs and habits of a society but actively constructs 

them.”^̂ ®

I also suggest that DCDT survived as the first contemporary dance 

company in the country from 1979-1989 due to social and cultural changes. The 

changing economic and political situation in Ireland in the years prior to DCDT 

impacted Irish identities and meant that DCDT could survive without the 

censorship of dance apparent in the nation’s early history. DCDT built on these 

conditions to educate their audience and performers through dance classes and 

schools programmes, touring Ireland and abroad, inviting guest choreographers 

and providing a starting point for dancers to go on to further training or set up 

their own companies. I cannot judge whether the performances of DCDT, in the 

sense of the content or execution, were of high quality, and I have encountered 

mixed responses from reviewers. The video footage of rehearsals also does not 

provide enough information from which to evaluate the company’s performances, 

as rehearsal videos rarely represent the quality of a finished work. Indeed, the 

idea of “value” can be critiqued as it is always constructed according to a 

particular frame of reference. DCDT’s work did not fit into pre-existing categories 

of dance and theatre in Ireland at the time. In addition, there was a limited 

infrastructure for developing contemporary dance performances, restricting the 

quality of the work from today’s perspective. However, I can consider the impact 

the company had on developing a contemporary dance scene in Ireland, marking 

out a space that affected both Irish performers and audience members.

The performances of DCDT and the traces of performance available in 

sources are all collections of discourses. Both the performances and their 

criticism are representations of history at a particular time. The selection of 

material used in the final performances, the selection of instances analysed by 

reviewers and my selection of material for discussion all contribute to a 

construction of the company’s history. I acknowledge the perspective that my 

choice of quotations and argument serves, namely to give DCDT and Davis a 

place of importance in Irish performance history. My research is a dance history 

of DCDT, drawing on my subjective position in relation to the material available.

Carter, “Locating Dance in History and Society”, in The Routledge Dance Studies Reader, ed. 
Carter, 193.
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As I have noted in my methodologies, I attempt to use theories that reflect the 

performances, at the same time as noting the impact my selection of these 

lenses has on the research. I argue that my discussion of the social and cultural 

history of Ireland is one angle from which to view Davis’ work with DCDT, which 

could of course be examined in a number of different ways. In the next chapter, 

the impact of my subjectivity on the research becomes apparent, as I describe 

personal encounters with the Maya Lila training and performances. While making 

detailed reference to my psycho-physical experiences, I hope to place Davis’ 

work at the centre of the debate, to avoid “larding with self-regarding loquacity”.

82



Chapter Two: Discipline, Visuality and the Soma -  

The body-mind continuum in Joan Davis’ Maya Lila project

Joan Davis in the Ancestor Corner, Gorse Hill, 

photograph by Emma Meehan
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Following her work with Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, Davis’ 

approach to performance shifted away from the staging of contemporary dance 

explorations of themes, texts and concepts. Using somatic practices as a starting 

point for developing performance material, she decided to radically alter the use 

of space and relationship with the audience in presenting the work. In the first few 

years of the project, Davis worked intensively with the dancers during residencies 

at her Gorse Hill centre, and then invited a small audience to view the informal 

performance offerings, framed as a “research project”. The audience members 

were seated in a circle in the upper garden at Gorse Hill, watching the dancers 

move in sequences of solos, duets and trios, with movement springing from 

Authentic Movement practice. At the end, the audience were asked questions 

and offered an opportunity to respond to what they were seeing. Each year, the 

emphasis was on different parts of the practice, such as use of objects, 

storytelling and musicality. The journey from the Gorse Hill centre through the 

gardens to the performance offenngs also began to evolve as an opportunity to 

awaken audience reflection and responsivity. The idea of the garden as a gallery 

was one possibility explored, with dancers moving in parts of the garden as the 

audience wandered down towards the assigned performance area. A tunnel 

made from living willow was built in the mid-gardens where audience members 

could interact with sensory materials, before progressing down to the garden to 

watch the dancers. An amphitheatre space was constructed at the end of the 

gardens overlooking the sea, and the performances were relocated to this space.

These staging spaces were developed in Maya Lila in an attempt to find 

ways for facilitating the use of somatic practices in a performance context. In this 

chapter, I introduce Davis’ use of somatic practices and how they have impacted 

her work as dancer and choreographer. I analyse the principles of somatic 

practices, which focus on developing the relationship between body and mind 

along with the authority of the participant as part of a psycho-physical therapeutic 

process. I describe the somatic practices of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind 

Centering used by Davis in Maya Lila and how they are integrated into her 

training workshops for the public and performances with professional dancers. 

Authentic Movement founder, Mary Starks Whitehouse describes the process of 

waiting for movement impulses by saying: “You wait until you can feel a change -
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the body sinks or begins to tip, the head slowly lowers fonA/ard or rolls to one 

side.”137 In Maya Lila, the mover waits for an impulse to arise and follows it as it 

takes form. This attention to sensory impulse illustrates the intertwined 

relationship between the body and mind, described collectively as the “soma” in 

somatic practices. I understand “mind” to mean the awareness and reflective 

capacity of an individual that arises from working through somatic practices. This 

net of receptive attention informs the movement choices made by the performers 

in Maya Lila. Contrasting with Foucault’s notion of “discipline”, I suggest that 

Davis’ somatic approach challenges the more traditional paradigms of discipline 

and visuality in dance training and performance by valuing internal experience 

over external appearance. The role of the audience is altered as a result, and 

they are encouraged to participate with all of the senses and to reflect on their 

interaction with the performances. I begin this chapter with a description of the 

Willow and Mirror tunnel, in order to show the importance of stimulating multi- 

sensory and reflective experiences for the performers and audience in Maya Lila.

The Willow and Mirror Tunnel: Stimulating Somatic Experience

I walk from the Gorse Hill centre and down through the gardens, noticing 

the grey skies and the scenery extending before me. Eventually, I reach the 

Willow and Mirror tunnel in the lower gardens. I wander around the edges of the 

tunnel with my camera, peering through the willow branches, as performers and 

audience members pick their way through the maze. I spot the performer Simon 

Whitehead pushing his arms through the branches, half inside and half outside. 

Deeper into the tunnel, I see audience members eating grapes that hang from the 

willow, moving in front of mirrors that change the shape and size of the viewer, 

weaving woollen thread in and out of branches, and sitting down to watch the 

changing landscape. At the centre of the maze, I see an audience member 

stretched out on the ground with a mask covehng her face. It occurs to me that I 

made this mask during a preparation session at Gorse Hill, and I am pleased to 

see someone has found a use for it. In a corner of the installation, I notice Joan 

Davis lying face down on the earth, surrounded by animal bones. I am struck by 

this image of an apparently “dead” but living body among a tomb of ancestors. I

Whltehouse, “Physical Movement and Personality”, in Authentic Movement: Essays by Mary 
Starks Whitehouse, Janet Adler andJoan Chodorow, ed, Pallaro, 53.
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take a photograph but I feel like an uncomfortable outsider, separated from 

participation at the edges of the tunnel and behind the camera.

Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emma Meehan

After interacting in the tunnel, the audience make their way to the 

amphitheatre space where the dancers will “perform” through Authentic 

Movement practice. I want to pause for a moment, however, to consider the 

tunnel and its implications as part of the performance. The Willow and Mirror 

tunnel is an installation at Gorse Hill, Davis’ centre and the location for most of 

the performances. The tunnel changes as the willow grows every year, providing 

a constantly changing environment for the performances. Within the tunnel, there 

are interactive elements for the audience to explore. Boxes containing surprise 

objects are placed throughout the installation, with notes such as “Smell” or “Look 

here” scrawled on the outside. Fruit hangs from the willow, for the audience to 

discover and eat. The scent of herbs and flowers waft through the tunnel, as they 

dangle from the willow. There are plastic pipes which can be played with table- 

tennis bats to make music. Viewing seats are scattered around the enclosure, 

with a “rooftop” viewpoint built into the willow which overlooks the entire maze. At 

the centre of the tunnel, there are a number of mirrors which manipulate the 

reflection of the looker. The space inside the Willow and Mirror tunnel can be 

disorientating and absorbing, ultimately aimed at awakening the senses of the
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audience and guiding them into the performance world. Moving away from a 

solely visual or auditory emphasis in more traditional dance and theatre 

performances, Davis seeks to arouse all of the senses. The mirrors exemplify the 

fact that it is not only the performers who will be seen in the performance, but 

rather the audience are invited to reflect on their own experience in this somatic 

landscape. Within the installation, chaotic play takes place, the roles of performer 

and audience are blurred, the senses are stimulated and a reflective, somatic 

awareness is kindled.

Simon Whitehead in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emma Meehan

As described in my experience of the tunnel, the audience can choose to 

enter the maze or to stay outside. This is a central aspect of the somatic 

approach -  offering the participant opportunities to make choices and notice 

impulses. Apart from choosing a position from where to view the event, the 

audience also choose how to interact -  making contact with the performers, 

becoming involved in sensory play, or standing back to watch. Whatever choice 

is made, the audience member becomes aware of the impulse to engage or not, 

and in this way, space is given to reflect on one’s own choices. As a participant, I
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feel uncomfortable taking a photograph because I might disturb the audience and 

performers. At the same time, my discomfort also stems from the fact that I am 

standing back and recording, rather than engaging completely In the 

performance. In Maya Lila, the idea of “consuming” performance and the multi- 

sensory awareness of the somatic approach are juxtaposed, and brought to the 

attention of the spectator.

Somatic body work focuses on bringing conscious awareness to impulses 

in order to tune in to the participant’s behaviour patterns and to develop 

movement choices. Although It is difficult to articulate the body-mind relationship 

without recourse to the binary oppositions, Grosz uses the “Mobius strip" as a 

model for describing this complex relationship. The Mobius strip Is a one-sided 

inflected object and this relates to Grosz’s understanding of body-mind. She 

states:

Bodies and minds are not two distinct substances or two kinds of attributes 
of a single substance but somewhere in between these two alternatives. 
The Mobius strip has the advantage of showing the inflection of mind into 
body and body into mind, the ways in which, through a kind of twisting or 
inversion, one side becomes the other. This model also provides a way of 
problematizing and rethinking the relations between the inside and the 
outside of the subject, its psychical Interior and its corporeal exterior, by 
showing not their fundamental identity or reduclbility but the torsion of the 
one into the other, the passage, vector, or uncontrollable drift of the inside 
into the outside and the outside into the inside.

The drift between outside and inside Is particularly applicable to Maya Lila, where

the psycho-emotional interior Is played out by the moving bodies in the

performance space. The Mobius strip clearly describes the body-mind connection

explored in somatics by depicting the Intertwined relationship between them. This

relationship can be observed in the Maya Lila training, as the participants

concentrate on bringing focused awareness to movement practices, reflecting on

experiences through writing, drawing and talking. Within the performances, the

performers also adopt a reflective attitude, as they notice impulses and make

choices about responding to them. The training In somatic practices provokes

faculties of awareness and reflection, allowing the performers to develop strong

Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, xii.
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sensory-perception of the other performers, the audience and the environment, 

fuelling the performances that they create.

The somatic approach contrasts greatly with what Kershaw has described 

as the “disciplinary functions of theatre”^̂ ® where the behaviour of performers and 

audience members are regulated in a system of still and silent consumption. 

Unlike a performance that consists of a prepared piece which is predetermined 

by the author-creator and is watched or heard by those attending, Maya Lila 

encourages co-creative exchange. The postmodern dance movement described 

in the first chapter worked towards the inclusion of the audience in the process of 

meaning-making by inviting the audience to participate in different ways. 

Following on from her work with DCDT, Davis furthers this quest for audience 

engagement by including somatic experience in her work, attempting to provoke 

the audience’s capacity for reflecting on choices they make. In Maya Lila, the 

dancers create performance material through somatic practice, and as a result, 

discipline from an external choreographer is replaced by the performers 

negotiating impulses in relationship with the audience. The emphasis on the 

internal sensory world in connection with the environment challenges a visually 

dominated way of perceiving dance performance. Maya Lila aims to develop the 

multi-sensory experience and reflective capacity of audience and performers, as 

Davis hopes to allow the performance and therefore meaning to unfold in the 

relationships between participants and the environment.

The Maya Lila Performances: Background, Setting and Form
While training in somatic forms Body-Mind Centering and Authentic 

Movement in the 1990s, Davis began leading outdoor retreats which she called 

“tribals”. These retreats ran for 10-14 days in County Wicklow, where the 

participants lived outdoors and created art and movement in nature. However, 

Davis was interested in sharing the type of work that was emerging with an 

outside audience. In the summer of 1999, Davis undertook a project entitled 

“Through the Fluid Eyes”, in which she experimented with Authentic Movement 

and Body-Mind Centering in nature for the purpose of presenting the work to an 

audience. The project ended with performances on a beach in Wicklow, bringing

Kershaw, The Radical in Performance: Between Brecht and Baudrillard, 32.
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up questions around the use of somatic practices in performance -  such as: 

“What is the bridge between therapy and art?” , “How can we offer a performance 

that is a continual process in the present, rather than a product?” , “How can we 

invite the Witness Audience to participate in a co-creative process yet maintain 

the separation needed for this to work as art?” '̂’° The Maya Lila project began in 

2002, as Davis worked systematically towards bringing her somatic trainings, 

particularly Authentic Movement, into a performance context. At the same time as 

presenting the performances, Davis continued to provide somatic training 

modules for the public, who often later participated in the performances in 

supporting roles such as hosts.

The Maya Lila performances take place in the summer most years 

(depending on funding) at Davis’ centre, Gorse Hill, in Bray, Co. Wicklow. The 

Gorse Hill venue currently includes the residential centre, the vast gardens, the 

Willow and Mirror installation and the amphitheatre space at the bottom of the 

garden. Since 2009, Davis has also presented offerings at local arts centres and 

performances spaces, such as the Courthouse Arts Centre, Greystones Theatre 

and Gallery, and the Mermaid Arts Centre, all in Co. Wicklow, along with Dance 

House in Dublin city centre. While the performances at these venues are different 

from those at Gorse Hill, they follow similar guidelines. The focus is on inviting 

the audience to experience a performance based on the somatic practice of 

Authentic Movement, which emerges from the relationship between the 

performers, audience and environment on a particular day.

Information from Davis, Maya Lila: The Process, 2007a, 2-3.
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Deck over gardens at Gorse Hill, photograph by Kevin Logan 

There is limited car parking space at Gorse Hill so that groups often travel 

together to the event, with a mini-bus available from the local train station. On 

arrival, the audience are welcomed into the kitchen and sitting room of the Gorse 

Hill centre, where they are introduced to the event and those involved. The group 

are invited to take a journey down the garden together, guided by hosts who offer 

them opportunities to engage with the senses, for example, by giving them 

flowers to smell. At a rockery garden, the audience are presented with materials 

for dressing up and mirrors to examine their new image, if they choose to take 

part. The dressing up reflects Davis’ desire to juxtapose ordinary and non

ordinary realities in the one space, along with allowing the audience freedom to 

play under a new guise. She also intends to turn the roles of audience and 

performers upside down, as the audience wear costumes and the performers 

wear everyday clothes. After the audience members don costume materials such 

as seaweed, hats, 3-D glasses, or other alternatives, they continue to journey 

down the gardens with hosts guiding the way. The audience meet at a decking 

area which overlooks the Willow and Mirror tunnel and amphitheatre, and a host 

invites them to move into the lower garden and interact (or not) with the 

installation. In the lower garden, the audience wander and play in the Willow and
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Mirror tunnel. Here they also meet the performers who may interact with them 

inside or on the peripheries of the installation.

Amphitheatre, photograph by Emma Meehan

After some time, the audience are guided into the amphitheatre and invited 

to sit at the edge of the space. In the amphitheatre, the performers move in the 

central grassy area, drawing on Authentic Movement practice. To get a sense of 

the amphitheatre, one can see in this photograph a solo and duet (which can also 

be conceived as a group piece, depending on the audience’s perception) 

occurring within the central circular space (albeit to the edge of that space). The 

grassy circumference has two steps -  the first level is inhabited by the dancers 

when they are not moving, the second level is for the audience. This is designed 

in such a way to create some clarity around the roles of the movers and 

witnesses, at the same time as indicating the relationship between the two. As an 

audience member, I take a photograph which not only takes in the activity of 

those who are clearly the performers, but also the audience members as they 

become part of the performance landscape. Some objects like tangled dead 

grass or sticks are also apparent beside the feet of audience members. Any of
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these objects, audience or dancers might become are more prominent part of the 

performance at any time.

Simon Whitehead in the amphitheatre, photograph by Emma Meehan

Because audience interpretations are so important to the work, I will 

describe performances from a personal perspective during the thesis. This is one 

example of a performance and my relationship with it, from 2009. After interacting 

within the Willow and Mirror tunnel for around half an hour, I am tired and ready 

to sit down. I enter the amphitheatre space, happy to take the role of witness 

participant. The musician, Nick, is playing a classical guitar and I watch Simon 

taking a solo. He holds a hat in one hand and a maraca in the other. I imagine 

that the hat is a sombrero and start to develop a shifting narrative about this 

dance. I imagine a terero after a bullfight, dancing in celebration under a heavy 

sun. I feel a sense of heat in my chest, a looseness and relaxation in my limbs as 

I imagine the warm sun going down at the end of a long but rewarding day. I also 

take delight in Simon’s movement, with staccato footwork and body moving from 

left to right, his arms reaching upward and head thrown back. It then becomes a 

dance of abandon for me, a figure dancing as part of the crowd at a carnival. I am 

smiling, warm and relaxed as I look around the amphitheatre and notice people
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covered in raincoats and holding umbrellas. I realise the contrast between the 

real and innaginary landscapes, between the manifest body of the performer and 

my engagement with a fictional narrative, making my physical body feel warm 

despite the falling rain.

After the event, the group are invited to write their experiences from the 

event on strips of fabric that are tied to a tree. Davis describes this as a 

“dedication”, where the audience take a moment to reflect on what they can take 

from the event into their lives. The audience’s writings are left on the tree and 

these become part of the performance landscape, which future audience 

members can read. Finally the audience and performers share tea and snacks 

back in the Gorse Hill Centre. These activities bring the focus of work from 

individual interactions with the work to building a broader meaning around the 

event. The reflection, while personal, also invites a sense of how the perceptions 

of individuals within the performance environment might feed into life more 

generally. Maya Lila explores the place of the individual within a community and 

how concentrating on one aspect might inform the other. In other words, by 

emphasising subjective experiences, the audience are allowed time to notice how 

this relates to behaviour within different contexts and thereby how personal 

responses are informed by and inform the environment. For example, in 

witnessing Simon’s dancing, I notice the relationship between fiction and reality 

and this can be brought to understand my interactions with family and friends. 

Another example might be drawn from my earlier description of my experience in 

the Willow and Mirror tunnel. I notice a feeling of unease as a researcher 

documenting the event rather than fully participating in the sensory experience of 

the tunnel. However, this feeling relates to my feeling of placelessness “in 

between” roles in Maya Lila and in life more generally -  between host and 

audience member, between researcher and practitioner.

In a way, the Maya Lila experience is one of being “in between”, crossing 

roles of audience and performer, community and professional arts practice, public 

and private, and playing between dance, theatre, art and music. Murray and 

Keefe suggest that: “Twentieth-century European dance theatre challenges the 

hegemony of dance as codified, technically accomplished, flowing and wordless 

movement. Here, both the technical virtuosity (and narrative banality) of ballet,
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and the aesthetic formalism of modern dance (dis)integrates into theatre, live art, 

performance, installation and song.” '̂*̂  I suggest that the disintegration of 

boundaries between art forms described by Murray and Keefe can be seen in 

Davis’ work. The gardens are filled with art works, and the performers make 

“sculptures” by dressing each other with objects and arranging objects in space. 

Audience members also become art works to be admired as they are dressed 

with objects at the rockery and also sometimes at the Willow and Mirror tunnel. 

The image of a boy holding a camcorder covered in animal bones comes to mind 

from a performance in 2009. The performers also explore storytelling and words 

that emerge out of such images, movement in space, or setting which is 

juxtaposed with words. For example, in a performance in 2006, Davis’ head 

pokes out from a huge pampas grass plant as she calls out: “Documents, inbox, 

outbox, sent, words, all words, file, import, export; you can get a better 

e re c t i on .M us i c a l i t y  is explored by the singer and musician, but also by the 

dancers in their attention to rhythm arising from heightened somatic awareness. 

Throughout the Maya Lila offerings, the performers take note of the physical 

experience of the body, listening to the internal rhythm of breathing, the rhythm in 

space from the audience and environment, and the subsequent rhythm created 

by the performance in the space.

Davis uses the term “performance offering" to describe the event, and 

often refers to the performers and audience as offerers and receivers. Davis 

trained with Authentic Movement practitioner Janet Adler, who explored this area 

of making an artistic “offering” from the practice of Authentic M o v e m e n t . I n  

Davis’ words, the performance offering unfolds “as a co-creative process by the 

movers and the witness audience in their shared presence. It is not performance 

in the traditional sense of the word ... The content is never pre-determined or 

fixed beforehand and is completely new and fresh each time.” '̂''’ She considers 

the audience to be co-creators as the performance will alter depending on who 

attends and how they choose to take part. Although performances might include

Murray and Keefe, Physical Theatres: A Critical Introduction, 76. Dance researchers might 
challenge the general notion of the banality of ballet narratives, considering the history of the form 
and explorations in contemporary ballet.

Transcribed from film footage, Gorse Hill 2006.
Adler, Offering from the Conscious Body, xviii.
Davis, 2007a, 10.
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repeated themes or movement dynamics depending on the impulses of the 

performers, they try to invite the input of the audience in creating, experiencing 

and interpreting the performances. Sometimes Davis refers to the attendees as 

the “witness audience” in Maya Lila. In the therapeutic form of Authentic 

Movement, the witness is often a therapist and the mover is a client, and at a 

later stage, a form of group therapy can be developed where clients can learn to 

witness each other. The witness role involves noticing one’s own experience of 

another’s movement, although in Maya Lila, the role of the witness is altered by 

the performance context. Davis often includes a “meta-witness” in the 

performance as a result, as she states:

An overseer or Meta-Witness was necessary because the Witness 
Audiences, in the context of performance Offerings, are not in service to 
the Movers and have so many choices as to where to focus their attention. 
The presence of a Meta-Witness had the effect of removing any need or 
dependency the movers might have on the Witness Audience.

The meta-witness attends the performances and strives to provide non-

judgemental witnessing within the performances. In addition, the meta-witness

offers witnessing to the dancers after the performances, by giving verbal

reflections on her experience of the offerings. At the same time, Davis attempts to

stimulate the audience’s capacity to witness their own experiences through the

interactive elements of the event, such as the journey through the Willow and

Mirror tunnel. Davis attempts to remind audience members of their own bodies

and subjective responses through the experience of the senses, reflection in the

mirrors, and interaction with the performers.

Ibid., 46-47.
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Hosting audience members to dress up at Dance House, photograph by

Paul Harris

In 2008, Davis introduced the “hosting” aspect of her work, to facilitate the 

audience’s participation in the Maya Lila performances. The hosts are 

participants who are familiar with Davis’ work and are interested in taking part on 

a deeper level, acting as a bridge between the audience and performers. The 

host helps by setting up for the performances, welcoming the audience and 

guiding them through the gardens. The host has most recently developed into a 

type of trickster figure which Davis describes as a “psychopomp”, leading the 

audience into another world. In Greek mythology, the psychopomp is a guide who 

accompanies souls in the journey into the underworld or the afterlife. The term 

was also used by Carl Jung in describing the transition between the conscious 

and unconscious in therapeutic process. The psychopomp is often a shapeshifter 

and trickster who takes many guises, and as an unstable figure between worlds, 

the character represents the ongoing examination of ephemeral identities in 

Maya Lila. The psychopomp also represent another strategy for hosting the 

audience into the upside-down world of these somatic performances. Davis took 

on this role in July 2010, as a story-telling character supported by “ordinary” 

hosts.
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Joan Davis as psychopomp at Dance House, photograph by Paul Harris

Principles of Somatics in Maya Lila

The area of somatics in performance is an internationally developing field, 

examining the uses of somatic practices in training performers and in devising 

performance material. The Alexander technique and the Feldenkrais method are 

both somatic practices commonly used in acting schools to develop body 

awareness and capacity for expression. Davis integrates the forms of Body-Mind 

Centering and Authentic Movement into the Maya Lila performances, methods 

which are currently used more often in dance. Andrea Olsen, Professor of Dance 

at Middlebury College, Vermont, writes about using Authentic Movement in 

creating dance: “Simply letting my body move me instead of trying to control it, 

fascinating movement and useful insights would emerge. I felt the expansiveness 

of my own vocabulary as a dancer, rather than wondering if I could come up with 

more evocative or unusual movement in the studio.” '̂*® Authentic Movement also 

offers a safe form for exploring creative impulse, as acknowledged by Judith 

Koltai, dance/movement therapist and teacher at the National Voice Intensive, 

Canada. She says: “Authentic Movement presents itself as a singularly

Olsen “Being Seen, Being Moved; Authentic Movement and Performance”, in Authentic 
Movement: Moving the Body, Moving the Self, Being Moved, ed. Pallaro, 324.
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appropriate container for the exploratory and process-oriented aspects of the 

actor’s work.” "̂*̂  Along with providing creative material for the Maya Lila 

performances, somatic practices provide ways to contain at the same time as 

allowing for the exploration of psycho-physical Impulses that appear in the work. 

In fact, the form around the performances and how to accommodate the 

audience in watching such work are a large part of the investigation by Davis. 

The hosting and the development of the Willow and Mirror tunnel provide ways 

for inviting the audience to start experiencing somatically before watching the 

somatic-based performances. Somatic impulses can both include repetitive 

movement patterns which we enact in everyday life and also surprising 

movements that have been given a space to emerge in the playful environment of 

Maya Lila. Participants might also notice somatic impulses which they chose not 

to act on, but it is the awareness and not always the expression of these 

impulses that is the focus of the process.

The term “somatics” covers a broad number of body, movement and 

dance therapies and is also considered to draw on a diverse background. Linda 

Hartley, a teacher of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering, links the 

idea of the self-sensing soma back to ancient practices such as yoga, meditation 

and s h a m a n i s m . O n  the more recent growth in somatic practices in the West, 

Martha Eddy notes that:

Somatic inquiry was buoyed by [this] growth of existentialism and 
phenomenology as well as through dance and expressionism. These 
developments were moved into diverse frontiers by the groundbreaking 
work of Freud, Jung and Reich in psychology...From the unique 
experiences of exploratory individuals across the globe, fresh approaches 
to bodily care and education emerged. However, it took the outside view of 
scholars, some fifty years later, to name this phenomenon as the single 
field of somatic education.

While somatic practices have existed in diverse places and eras, developments

in fields of dance, phenomenology and psychoanalysis have brought about the

Koltai, ‘T h e  Pleasure of the Text: Embodying Classical Theatrical Language Through the 
Practice of Authentic M ovem ent”, in Authentic Movement: Moving The Body, Moving The Self, 
Being Moved, 381.

Hartley, Somatic Pyschology: Body, Mind and Meaning, 2004, 11.
Eddy, “A Brief History of Somatic Practices and Dance: Historical Developm ent of The Field of 

Somatic Education and its Relationship to Dance", Journal o f Dance and Somatic Practices 1, no. 
1 (2009): 6.
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validation of somatic practices in the West. Thomas Hanna, a physical therapist, 

has been credited with applying the term “somatic” to contemporary body-mind 

practices. Hanna was a philosopher who trained in the Feldenkrais Functional 

Integration Method, and later created his own practice called Hanna Somatic 

Education. He used the term “somatics” to illustrate his emphasis on the internal 

experience of the client as part of the process, with “soma” describing the internal 

experience of the client’s body-mind. His writing is useful as he outlines clearly 

his understanding of what makes somatic practices different from other forms of 

therapeutic treatments.

Hanna critiqued the medical model where a passive patient is examined, 

diagnosed and treated from the external viewpoint of the therapist, excluding the 

first-person experience of the patient. He states: “Somatics, then is a field of 

study dealing with somatic phenomena: i.e. the human being as experienced by 

himself from the i n s i d e . A t  the same time, Hanna includes both the self

sensing soma and the third person point of view in his work. He states: “Any 

viewpoint of the human being that fails to include the first person, somatic view 

and the third-person, physiological view is d e c e p t i v e . T h i s  can be seen, for 

example, in the practice of Body-Mind Centering, where experiential exercises 

are juxtaposed with study of anatomy in order to invite the participant to learn 

new movement patterns, and as a result, Body-Mind Centering is sometimes 

described as “experiential anatomy”. The inclusion of internal experience and 

third-person viewpoint is also apparent in the relationship between the mover and 

the witness in Authentic Movement. The movers explore internal impulses that 

emerge from relationship with the environment, while the reflective third-person 

point of view is played by the witness who watches the movement and reflects on 

the experience afterwards. In Authentic Movement, the mover also develops the 

“internal witness”, or the capacity to reflect while in movement. Sensory 

participation and reflective witnessing are practiced by the performers in the 

Maya Lila offerings so that first person involvement and third person awareness 

are embodied in one individual -  although the meta-witness also offers an

Hanna, “What is Somatics?”, in Bone, Breath, and Gesture: Practices of Embodiment, ed. 
Johnson, 343.

Hanna, Somatics: Reawakening the Minds Control of Movement, Flexibility, and Health, 1988,
20.
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external eye. I also argue that Davis attempts to stimulate this witnessing 

capacity in the audience by bringing them to reflect on their own bodies and 

subjectivities in the performances. In this way, the audience and performers are 

encouraged to be witnesses of their own perceptions. This is indicated in my 

reflection on the discomfort I feel in my description of the Willow and Mirror tunnel 

at the start of the chapter or my projections of narrative on Simon Whitehead’s 

dancing with a hat and maraca.

Hanna borrowed the term “soma” from Greek, which he explains: “Soma is 

the Greek word that, from Hesiod onward, has meant “living body”. This living, 

self-sensing, internalised perception of oneself is radically different from the 

externalised perception of what we might call a ‘body’.” ®̂̂ Hanna believed that 

the client could become part of the therapeutic process by bringing awareness to 

the physical imbalances in the body. He discusses the processes of “sensory- 

motor amnesia”, whereby the person forgets how a posture or movement is 

made, and “sensory-motor learning/remembering” where the client re-learns and 

changes problematic physical patterns through accessing the internal experience 

of the “soma”. He states that: “Reflexes, like all other organic events, are both 

sensory and motor; and, thus, when they become habituated and involuntary, 

there is a dual loss of both conscious control of that area of motor action and 

conscious sensing of that motor a c t i o n . A c c o r d i n g  to Hanna, as we become 

proficient in movement patterns, we put aside the awareness of how this 

movement is formed, and at the same time we lose an ability to consciously 

control the internal mechanism of that movement. Hanna wanted to bring 

awareness to the physical processes involved in posture and movement, and 

offered new possibilities through touch and movement that the client could then 

sense through the body and then re-learn.

In his book Somatics: reawakening the minds control o f movement, 

flexibility, and health, Hanna gives many examples of how he uses his somatic 

approach with clients to overcome physical problems. He assesses the client 

externally and then works with the client to re-experience bodily sensation in the 

areas of pain or immobility, in order to re-learn physical behaviour to improve the

Ibid., 20.
Hanna, “What is Somatics?”, in Bone, Breath, and Gesture, 349.
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client’s physical state. Hanna designed various exercises in his Somatics 

Education System, and he says: “This programme consists not of physical 

exercises but of Somatic Exercises; it offers specific procedures for making 

changes in the sensory-motor areas of the brain in order to maintain internal 

control of the muscle system.” ^̂ '̂  In Hanna’s viewpoint, when the client has re

learned the pattern through internal sensing, he or she can then control these 

difficulties on a long-term basis. Hanna states: “Curing and treating are what is 

done to a passive patient -  an external engineering feat that goes from the 

outside to the inside. Sensory-motor remembering is an educational procedure, 

done by an active person -  an internal somatic feat that goes from inside the 

brain to the muscle s y s t e m . I n  somatic practices, the aim is not to provide a 

“cure” for physical and psychological problems, but rather to provide a space for 

the client to become aware of restrictions and to understand how to make 

different movement choices. This approach emphasises how the body and mind 

are used together to develop the physical capacity of the participant, rather than 

a client simply repeating the movements or being manipulated by a therapist. 

Hanna concludes that the human soma is in an optimal state when “having a 

highly differentiated repertoire of response possibilities to environmental 

stimulus.”^̂ ®

In the Maya Lila training, the purpose is also to arouse the participants’

own capacity for movement so that they can make movement choices in different 

contexts. Although the Maya Lila training is attended by people from a range of 

backgrounds, this approach to developing movement range can be useful to 

performers. Judith Koltai brings Authentic Movement to actor training and reflects 

on this approach: “ The purpose of physical/vocal practice is not correction or the 

achievement of a static ideal state but rather the recovery of the dynamic ability 

of the organism to appropriately and continually respond, adapt and re-create 

itself under ever-changing circumstances and conditions.”^̂  ̂ In the Maya Lila 

training, participants learn how to access a state of awareness in order to reflect 

on their own movement patterns, along with exploring new patterns for

Hanna, 1988, 93.
Ibid., 36.
Hanna “What is Somatics?”, in Bone, Breath and Gesture, 351.

Koltai, “Making Sense, Getting Through; The Word’s Body”,
http//:www.cassandraexperience.ca, accessed June 10, 2010.
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responding. For example, rigid body postures or confused boundaries nnight 

appear in the training and other possibilities can be tried out in the safe space of 

the workshop. This is important information for a performer as it means that they 

can become aware of repetitive movement patterns and can make other choices, 

which is useful for developing character or devising movement sequences. For 

example, I became aware on a few occasions in the Authentic Movement 

workshops that I had a habit of judging myself when I was moving. In one 

session, I had ended up on the shoulders of another mover, arms outstretched. I 

noticed the other mover was also moving her arms as I felt them brush against 

my skin. The image of the many-armed Indian goddess Kali came into my head. 

Suddenly, I became self-conscious about being seen by witnesses and dropped 

my hands to my side. Afterwards, Joan commented that this is yet another aspect 

of the “creative-destructive” trope in maya-lila, as a creation is destroyed when a 

new impulse arises, in this case, the destructiveness of my own self-judgement. 

Following this, I could make choices such as to keep going despite my feelings, 

or to allow my self-consciousness to create movement, providing options where I 

previously had only one mode of response.

The validation of subjective responses and choice-making in somatic 

practice can be seen in the Maya Lila performances, as the dancers create 

movement material rather than learning choreography. The same can be said for 

the audience, who choose where to stand or sit and how to interact with the 

performances. While Davis does not propose that the performances offer 

therapeutic benefits to the audience, at the same time, she seeks to invite 

opportunities for the audience to participate in ways that might challenge usual 

codes of behaviour. The audience who attended in the early years of the Maya 

Lila project often had an experience of somatic practice with Davis or an interest 

in the area and could perhaps recognise this aspect of the work. However, the 

audience demographic is changing with the performances at indoor arts venues, 

bringing different expectations as a result. Davis tries to integrate as many 

possible ways for interacting with the event, so that an audience can participate 

at a level they wish. The agency of the participant is important in the Maya Lila 

performances, rather than imposing the external viewpoint of a choreographer on 

the audience and performers. Although this is a complex notion, considering
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Davis’ input as an artist in the process, she is at least attempting to create a 

democratic field of choice within the performances.

Body-Mind Centering and Authentic Movement in Maya Lila

Running from September to June, Davis offers training in the somatic 

practices Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering at the Gorse Hill Centre 

for the general public. For the performances, Davis and the dancers also meet for 

intense periods to train together in the practices of Authentic Movement and 

Body-Mind Centering, and the aims of these practices are apparent in the 

performances. Body-Mind Centering (BMC) was developed in the 1970s in the 

USA by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, a dancer and occupational therapist. She 

trained in dance at the Ohio State university dance department, along with 

studying with dancer Eric H a w k i n s . S h e  was highly influenced by Dance- 

Movement Therapy pioneers such as Rudolph Laban, Irmgard Bartenieff, and 

Marian Chace, also citing influences such as circus, yoga, t’ai chi, and many 

more movement p r a c t i c e s . T h e  focus of Body-Mind Centering is developing 

awareness of movement capacity, and also re-patterning where this has been 

limited. Awareness is brought to the body through breathing, movement, 

visualisation, touch and study of anatomy. Linda Hartley notes on Body-Mind 

Centering: “Overall the change we look for is to bring into awareness, support, 

and facilitate the natural functioning and flow of energy through the cells and 

tissues of the body. An understanding of healthy functioning is the model used to 

contextualise and guide the work, and this is a primary focus of study.” ®̂°

Under the title Body-Mind Centering, Bainbridge Cohen includes work on 

the body systems and Developmental Movement Patterns. Both aspects of the 

work use body-mind experiential exercises to awaken potential movement or to 

bring awareness to areas of difficulty. The body systems include the skin, the 

skeletal system, the muscular system, the organs, the endocrine system, the 

nervous system and the fluid system. In a session concentrating on the skeletal 

system, for instance, we can imagine the different layers of bone or try out the 

various movements available to joints. The exploration of each body system

Eddy, “A Brief History of Somatic Practices and Dance”, 15.
Eddy, “The Practical Application of Body-Mind Centering (BMC) in Dance Pedagogy”, Journal 

of Dance Education 6, no. 3 (2006); 86.
Hartley, 2004, 175.
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awakens different types of movement, for example, Linda Hartley suggests that 

bones offer structure and support to movement, while organs give weight and 

substance to m o v e m e n t . I n  Developmental Movement Patterns, the participant 

explores basic underlying movement patterns that begin in utero and develop 

throughout childhood. The patterns include reach and pull, yield and push, 

homologous, homolateral and contralateral movements amongst others. For 

example, in the basic pattern of yield and push, the participant can investigate the 

experience of yielding into the floor on different surfaces of the body, and how 

that supports the movement of pushing away from gravity with arms and legs. 

The basic movement patterns in BMC act as building blocks to more complex 

movement such as walking and dance. Where there are restrictions in movement 

capacity, the participant is offered the opportunity to learn new movements in a 

process called re-patterning. This may occur through touch-based guidance from 

the therapist or simply through exploring the movement patterns. Davis often 

uses the title “experiences” rather than “exercises” in order to emphasise that the 

movements are not meant to be mechanically learned, but rather focus on 

sensation, emotion, thoughts and so on that occur during the process, thus re- 

patterning on many levels.

Davis often generates creative experiments for participants to deepen their 

experience of the work, and in the following example, Davis invited a group of 

workshop participants to play with the different patterns we had learned. Towards 

the end of a BMC course I attended, Davis took the group down the winding 

steps, through the upper garden, down into the lower garden and finally into the 

amphitheatre space overlooking the sea at Gorse Hill. She invited us to make the 

journey back to the centre, explohng the developmental movement patterns we 

had learned over the last few months. To begin, we all giggled as we tried frog- 

leaping, crawling, rolling and slithering up the garden. As the journey develops, I 

noticed the effort and drive needed to travel without walking upright. I felt the 

weight of my body, along with the strength of my arms and legs propelling me 

forward. The journey started to feel long and arduous, as I struggled to keep 

going. Sweating and exhausted, I wondered if I would ever make it to the top of

Hartley, Wisdom o f the Body Moving: An Introduction to Body-Mind Centering, 1989, 156 
and183.
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the garden. With effort and will power, I finally got back to the Gorse Hill centre 

and turned around to see trails of striving participants, moving forward at their 

own pace. I realised that my drive to get to the finish line reflects a personal 

pattern where I push my body to the limits and then collapse rather than pacing 

myself. Over the next few days, I wondered if there might be a new way of 

responding to the weaving journey of life which would allow me to take my time, 

notice the scenery along with way and enjoy the process as much as the final 

result.

As the title of the practice implies, Body-MInd Centering emphasises the 

relationship between the body and mind as a means of developing movement 

capacity. The body and mind are intimately linked in receiving stimulation and 

creating responses as described in the above example. The “mind” in Body-Mind 

Centering is understood as “awareness” and Linda Hartley differentiates 

“between the mental and cognitive processes of the mind and the function of 

awareness that can move among, encompass and pervade all processes and 

contents of c o g n i t i o n . L i k e  Hanna’s somatic education, it is the capacity for 

awareness and reflection that is central to integrating the body-mind in working 

towards optimal health. The psycho-physical is uncovered in this work, as 

awareness can bring attention to bodily memory. Hartley comments that “going to 

the source of movement and bringing awareness to its patterning at a 

fundamental cellular level -  emotional memories, feelings, and associations may 

also be brought to consciousness. Memories of past experiences are stored 

within the tissues and fluids of the body.” ®̂̂ As the participant explores the 

movement, this brings awareness of memories stored in the body which have 

impacted the patterns of movement. BMC supports body-mind integration by re- 

patterning movement with its psychological counterpart. This relationship 

between bodily movement and emotional memory is examined in Maya Lila, as 

the internal and external aspects of the body fold into each other. Through 

working with BMC in rehearsals, the performers would be quite aware of any 

aspects of their personal histories that are connected moment patterns. At the 

same time, this sort of work is a cycle, so histories, memories and patterns can

Ibid., Xxviii. 
Ib id .,106.
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appear and disappear at different times in a person’s life. The sensory elements 

of the Maya Lila performances also evoke memories from the performers and 

audience, which impact how the participants move and these then become a part 

of the performance landscape.

While the Body-Mind Centering practice may not be immediately apparent 

in the Maya Lila performances, the form has an impact on the performers’ body 

awareness and movement. The Maya Lila audience may or may not know about 

the somatic forms used, and this is not the focus of the performances. BMC and 

Authentic Movement are simply media through which to awaken the body and 

develop material, where other performers might use different styles from which to 

work, for example, commedia dell’arte or Laban techniques. In addition, although 

traumatic material may be evoked in working through somatic forms such as 

BMC or Authentic Movement, it is hoped that the performers may have had 

opportunities to deal with sehous issues in the preparations prior to the Maya Lila 

performances. In addition, Davis invites the performers to make choice about 

what impulses to explore in performances, which might be based on relationships 

with the audience. There are ethical implications for the use of personal material 

in a performance context, which I examine in the next chapter.

Penny Collinson in the amphitheatre, photograph by Kevin Logan
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Although the BMC training is not explicitly part of the performances, as a 

researcher I sometimes see movements that remind me of my experience of 

BMC. One example of this can be seen in the above photograph. Penny’s body 

takes on a curved shape from head to spine to feet. She is reaching out with her 

arms and grasping two bones, while one remains outright pushed into the earth. 

This figure on the ground reminds me of “yield and push” and “reach and pull” 

movement patterns. Her body yields weight into ground, particularly chest and 

hips. From this point of leverage, arms and legs seem to lift up slightly off the 

ground, reiterating my experience of the pattern of “push” which emerges from 

yielding to gravity. The bone stuck into the ground leads me to understand that 

these other bones have also been buried into the earth and so I imagine that 

Penny has reached out to some of the bones and pulled them out of the ground. 

This “reach and pull” action again comes from a place of yield in the body, 

moving with gravity and breath, and reaching from the chest out into the arms to 

pull an object towards the body. This is in contrast with a restricted pulling action 

which emanates from the shoulders alone, causing strain in the rest of the body. 

My “entering” into the picture is this way comes from my own experience of these 

patterns. In a workshop with Joan, I sit opposite a partner with a large Pilates ball 

between us. From each side, myself and my partner push the ball, experimenting 

with levels of pressure until we find a point of equilibrium between us. I, however, 

am pushing from my shoulders and holding my breath in order to find enough 

strength to keep the pressure between us. I then learn to continue breathing and 

imagine the push impulse travelling from the centre of my body out into the 

peripheries -  also relating to the “naval radiation” pattern which develops in utero. 

In the following weeks, I notice myself particularly as I push open doors, allow 

myself to yield towards the door and push from the chest out through the arms, 

and most importantly, allowing myself to breathe fully.

As with all somatic forms, the focus on the body-mind relationship and the 

agency of the client are central to both Body-Mind Centering and Authentic 

Movement. In the above example, I use body and mind in developing my 

movement capacity through exploring the pattern of yield and push. However, 

Authentic Movement does not include particular exercises or “experiences” unlike 

BMC. The approach allows the participant to devise the focus of the work through
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free movement, although this is clearly structured and facilitated. Authentic 

Movement was founded by Mary Starks Whitehouse in Los Angeles in the 1940s. 

Whitehouse had a background as a dancer with Mary Wigman, Martha Graham 

and at the Jooss School. She later studied Jungian psychoanalysis at the Jung 

Institute in Zurich and developed the Authentic Movement approach based on 

Jung’s method called “active imagination”. During the period from 1913-1916, 

Jung explored his impulse to play like a child although “it was a painfully 

humiliating experience to realize that there was nothing to be done except play 

childish g a m e s . H e  investigated the therapeutic potential of symbolic play in 

an activity he called “active imagination” , where unconscious personal material 

was allowed to arise and take conscious creative form. This approach was also 

called “active fantasy” because the process involved bringing unconscious 

material into a conscious artistic framework such as art or writing. As Jung 

describes:

An active fantasy may be evoked when we turn our attention toward the 
unconscious with an attitude of expectation; something definite is about to 
happen. Such a state of readiness brings new energy and consciousness 
to the raw material emerging from the unconscious ... Through this 
process, the unconscious affects and images are clarified and brought 
closer to consciousness.^®^

Whitehouse extended the link between dance and active imagination -  an 

artistic form that Jung only occasionally used in this work.^®® She states “body 

movement is active imagination in sensory or sensation terms, just as a painting 

is active imagination in visual t e r m s . I n  Authentic Movement, the mover waits 

for an internal impulse and then allows it to take form in movement, following and 

supporting this movement until it comes to completion. Through bringing attention 

to impulses and processing the material aftenA/ards in a conscious way, the 

participant tries to uncover insights into the realm of the unconscious. 

Whitehouse worked in a studio, open to those who wished to work with her in 

groups or as individuals, unlike other dance therapists at the time, who mainly

Jung, “Confrontations with the Unconscious (1961)”, in Jung on Active Imagination: Key 
Readings, ed. Chodorow, 1997, 23.

Chodorow, “Introduction”, in Jung on Active Imagination: Key Readings, 6.
Ibid., 78, 146, 159.
Whitehouse, “An Approach to the Center: An Interview with Mary Starks Whitehouse”, in 

Authentic Movement: A Collection of Essays, 20.
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worked in hospital settings.^®® Authentic Movement was developed further by 

dance therapist Janet Adler who included the idea of the “witness” in the work “to 

describe the person whom Mary [Starks Whitehouse] called the ‘observer’ or 

‘teacher’. T h e  witness is now a central part of the practice, which can be the 

therapist or another group member who watches the mover while reflecting on his 

or her own experience of that mover. Davis trained in Authentic Movement with 

Adler, and so the witness forms an important part in the Maya Lila training and 

performances. The performers in Maya Lila practice moving with receptive and 

reflective awareness thereby invoking the “internal witness”, which is a means of 

witnessing one’s own movement in relationship with the environment (including 

other movers). Davis also tries to activate the audience’s capacity for witnessing 

their experience of themselves in relationship with others and the space through 

the inclusion of interactive elements, such as the Willow and Mirror tunnel.

There is a ritual format surrounding the practice of Authentic Movement, to 

support the participant making contact with unconscious material. Sometimes 

there is one mover and one witness, particularly in a therapeutic situation. 

However, in the Maya Lila training, there are usually a group of witnesses and a 

group of movers in roughly equal numbers. The movers and witnesses form a 

circle, making eye contact with each other and then the space. Following this, the 

movers enter the circle and close their eyes. A mover can wait for a strong 

impulse to occur, or begin moving and see where it takes him or her. Impulses 

can arise from sensations, images, memories, thoughts, emotions, amongst other 

sources and these are allowed to take form through the body. The awareness of 

the impulse and the movement often happen at the same time. Participants 

sometimes have to deal with many impulses that occur simultaneously, and thus 

combine waiting for movement to emerge and intentionally choosing to follow a 

particular impulse. While focusing on internal experience, the mover is also 

impacted by the surrounding environment -  for example, sounds or the bodies of 

other movers. The mover can also interact with these external stimuli if the desire 

should so arise. Whitehouse outlined that this method allowed the mover to

See Whitehouse, “C.G. Jung and Dance Therapy”, in Authentic Movement: A Collection of 
Essays, 73-74.

Adler, “Who is the Witness? A Description of Authentic Movement", in Authentic Movement: A 
Collection of Essays, 142.
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develop movement capacity; “ In allowing the body to move in its own way, not a 

way that would look nice or that one thinks it should; in waiting patiently for the 

inner impulse...new capacities appear, new modes of behaviour are possible. 

While the mover is moving, the witness observes the mover, and notices physical 

and emotional responses that emerge in relation to the movement. Adler notes 

that the witness “attends to her own experiences of judgement, Interpretation and 

projection in response to the mover as c a t a l y s t . A f t e r  moving for a set length 

of time, the time-keeper nngs the bell and movers finish. Following this, the 

mover and witness “process” the movement material through writing, art work, 

along with spoken witnessing.

This basic form is practiced in the Maya Lila training and the following 

example demonstrates the exploration of somatic impulses and the reflective 

process of “internal witnessing”. In this particular movement workshop, Davis was 

also experimenting with placing objects in space, which of course became part of 

the Maya Lila performances. As a mover, I was at the centre of the circle with my 

eyes closed, lying on my side. I reached into the space and found a tangled heap 

of soft wool with my hands. Drawing the material towards the centre of my body, I 

placed the gentle texture against my stomach. I noticed the full, expansive 

fleshiness of the wool in contact with my caved-in body as I lay curled in a ball on 

the floor. I imagined the woollen strands were my guts, spilling out. I started to 

caress the wool and felt the strands between my fingers. I then started to emulate 

the soft and pliable qualities of the wool, and found myself rolling, breathing 

deeply, and stretching with pulsating movements. Absorbed in the experience, I 

became a twisting, turning, vibrant, messy, churning, expanding and contracting 

digestive system. I noticed an emerging ease in my body as I played between 

feeling the texture of the wool, and embodying my perception of the wool as guts, 

finding new possibilities for moving in the space.

In this sequence of movement, I followed my impulses for touching and 

moving with the wool, along with tracking my experience through witnessing. The 

movement/witnessing process has helped me not only to develop a sense of non- 

judgemental self-reflection while in motion, but also has aided me in

Whitehouse, “The Tao of the Body”, in Authentic Movement: A Collection o f Essays, 49.
Adler, “The Collective Body”, in Authentic Movement: A Collection o f Essays, 194.
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understanding the ways in which I interact with the surrounding environment. By 

placing objects in the space, Davis introduced the idea of “object relations”, a rich 

field of research in psychotherapy dealing with the relationships between the 

individual, other people, and the surrounding e n v i r o n m e n t . T h i s  is an area 

which I explore in further detail in the next chapter. While moving with the wool, I 

became engaged in a process of projecting qualities onto the wool and identifying 

with or embodying these characteristics. By enacting the movement of “guts”, I 

can draw comparisons between my own patterns of holding tension in the body 

and new possibilities for softening the body through rolls, breathing and 

stretching. This same process of projection and identification also occurs in 

relationship with people, of course, so the work helps in understanding how I 

interact with others in the world. For example, I might make contact with another 

mover in the Authentic Movement session and respond based on habitual 

response patterns such as pulling away suddenly or merging with the other 

person’s movement. Through witnessing, the participant can start to note 

patterns of behaviour and explore new models of relationship as the work 

develops.

The Authentic Movement form can be clearly seen in the Maya Lila 

performances, with the circular amphitheatre space containing movers and 

witnesses. However, there are many differences from the basic form, because of 

the performance context. The audience’s capacity to become witnesses is 

encouraged in many ways, but they may not have experience of Authentic 

Movement prior to the performances. As a result, the meta-witness and the 

dancers meet after the offerings to process what has emerged. The dedication 

serves as a form of processing for the audience, where they can reflect on their 

own experience and write it down. Presenting Authentic Movement in a 

performance context necessitates such changes, although many performers and 

choreographers have used Authentic Movement as a tool in generating material 

for rehearsed performances. However, Whitehouse states on the form: “If it is 

used as raw material for a dance, something is lost, but something has to be lost 

since that movement was an instant, a happening in and of itself -  the structure

For example, see the work of D.W. Winnicott, Playing and Reality.
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for a lasting work of art is sonnething else.”^̂  ̂ She comnnents that something is 

lost if Authentic Movement is used in choreography, because this type of 

movement happens spontaneously and cannot be recreated. However, Davis is 

bringing the Authentic Movement form into performance, rather than rehearsing 

and presenting a finished piece created from Authentic Movement material. Davis 

notes that “my journey has been Authentic Movement in performance and that’s 

the difference of what I’m doing, because I see a lot of people have used 

Authentic Movement as a source, which is great and it’s perfect for that. But to 

use it as a means of its own, that’s what I do, that’s very different.”^̂ "* Davis is not 

working towards creating a lasting work of art, but rather works through the 

ephemeral qualities of Authentic Movement in creating the Maya Lila event. This 

approach means that Davis has to find ways to alter the basic form of Authentic 

Movement to facilitate the dynamics that come up when it is set within the frame 

of a public performance. Davis has to organise the event in such a way as to 

bring the audience into a somatic world of sensory experience so that they are 

able to engage with a performance of Authentic Movement, particularly by 

provoking the capacity for witnessing. In addition, she has to set up safety 

structures such as the ritual movement from the Gorse Hill Centre down into the 

gardens and back again, so that the performers and audience have clear 

boundaries in which to explore somatic material.

Although all of the dancers in Maya Lila have trained in various dance 

forms, the somatic aspect is vitally important to understanding Davis’ work. The 

training methods in Maya Lila are formulated to open the participant’s awareness 

of physical and psychological processes, along with extending his or her capacity 

for expression. In this way, rather than learning a set of techniques, the training 

involves exploring the individual’s capability for psycho-emotional responsiveness 

to a given situation. Davis talks about the training as opening the possibilities 

available to the participant, as she says: “If a muscle is held in a habitual fashion 

for any reason, then the cells are not free to find their own pathways of 

expression. Bodywork, re-education or re-patterning of the cells and tissues

Whitehouse, “C.G. Jung and Dance Therapy”, 82. 
Davis, in discussion with the author, August 2007.
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enables me to have an opportunity to experience my body in a different way.” ^̂  ̂

This can be compared to the approach of theatre practitioner Jerzy Grotowski, 

whose work placed “an emphasis on the elimination of the muscular blockage 

which inhibits free creative reaction, rather than a positive, methodological 

acquisition of physical s k i l l s . I n  Maya Lila, Davis uses a somatic approach to 

work towards this state, as she notes on Grotowski that “his methods were very 

gruelling I think, people would really fall asunder, but that was just his way of 

doing it. But it definitely broke the ego so that the performer went out completely 

empty and at one level that’s certainly what we’re moving towards in Maya 

Lila.”^̂  ̂ Although Davis is working towards a similar aim, she encourages 

participants to find their own pace in the process. The Maya Lila training can also 

be used by performers not only to develop the range of movement but also to 

develop an experience of belonging to one’s own body unlike some dance 

trainings that objectify the body.

Discipline and Somatics in IVIaya Lila

As with the therapeutic use of somatics, the performers in Maya Lila train 

to expand movement capacity without the imposition of set movement 

techniques. They also explore creative impulses and developing responsiveness 

to the performance environment. In addition, they practice elements of the work 

such as the use of objects or storytelling in Authentic Movement, or set up a 

preview by inviting a small audience. Within these formal aspects of the work, the 

movers are exploring their own somatic experiences in relationship with the 

environment, much like the descriptions of my participation in the workshops 

earlier. As an example, in the image below, two of the performers are in the 

amphitheatre space. One is lying on the ground, feet in the air, while the other is 

standing over her, with her head appearing to reach towards the other’s hands. I 

do not know what somatic impulses or reflections the performers are having, but 

could perhaps read a sensual engagement with the textures of grass, air, and 

wool against skin. I could also imagine, having been a mover in the workshops, 

the dancers noting smell, heat or cold, and also emotional or memory-based

Davis, 2007a, 108.
Kumiega, “Laboratory Theatre/ Grotowski/ The Mountain Project”, The Grotowski Sourcebook, 

ed. Wolford and Schechner, 237.
Davis, in discussion with the author, May 2007.
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responses drawing on personal histories. This could be, perhaps, a subjective 

response to the other mover which has been built up over time, or a memory of 

another person. However, I cannot really know what is happening for the 

performers. 1 do know, however, that I have response as an audience member.

Initially, I thought this was an image of Joan Davis lying flat on the ground, 

but in fact it is one of the other dancers, Maggie Harvey. This brings me to 

wonder if there are styles of movement which are more likely to occur in Maya 

Lila, within this system of somatic training practices as combined by Davis. If I 

look at the loosely stretched legs of Maggie or the curved spine of the other 

dancer. Penny Collinson, I start to think of the developmental movement patterns 

and body systems in Body Mind Centering. BMC provides ease of movement by 

returning to the building blocks that make up these postures, removing strain and 

bringing awareness to the effects of gravity, weight, muscle, tissue, bone and so 

on. The bodily awareness developed in BMC practice provide opportunities to 

create movement that is generated from the balance of bodily and external forces 

so that movement does not have to be forced or pushed. However, within these 

systems of movement -  such as the basic pattern of reach and pull -  each body 

adapts according to the proportions and attitudes of each individual. For example.

Maggie Harvey and Penny Collinson in the amphitheatre 

photograph by Kevin Logan

115



I might need to bend my knees further than another person to yield to gravity in a 

way that propels me forward into a jump, depending on my own weight, bodily 

proportions, muscle, and so on. However, it is impossible to say that mirroring 

does not occur within a system of dancers that have worked together from the 

same basic movement approach over a number of years. At the same time, 

Davis does not want to create a static “Maya Lila system” of movement training, 

as the approach is constantly mutating and adapting according to changing 

contexts, dancers, and even financial considerations. Within this system, creative 

impulses appear and are developed by the dancers, depending on what arises in 

a particular performance, impacted by environmental aspects such as the 

audience or weather, along with personal issues such as emotions, physical 

state, group relationships and memories.

At the same time, the somatic approach to movement is more open-ended 

in comparison with technical dance forms. Dancer Jenny Roche comments on 

her classical ballet training: “as a woman it was very confusing because how 

you’re expected to be as a ballet dancer, very thin and submissive, and incredibly 

disciplined.”^̂ ® In many genres of performance, the performer is under pressure 

to conform to ideal body image and behaviour in order to obtain work. Indeed, 

this is a more general issue in a visual culture, which focuses on external 

appearance at the expense of physical and psychological health. Like others who 

work with somatic practices in performance, Davis’ work can be seen as a 

reaction against the highly disciplined dance traditions which push the 

performer’s body to its limits. In the Maya Lila training, Davis works to open 

choices available within a participant’s own capacity. She moves away from 

observation, disciplining and defined forms, and towards an examination of the 

possibilities available to the mover and self-witnessing as a means of 

assessment. This attitude filters into the performances, where the dancers move 

according to bodily impulses rather than technical forms. Roche describes 

working with Davis for the first time as a relief following an intense period of 

dance. She says: “ I had almost come to the end of the road as a dancer where I 

couldn’t do this pushing anymore, and so then it came at a really great time 

where I could have a different approach to my body where it wasn’t so punishing

Roche, in discussion with the author, August 2008.
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and so pushing all the time.”^̂ ® In some video footage of Maya Lila rehearsals, I 

recall a discussion about body image, with one of the dancers pointing out that 

she gained weight at Gorse Hill. In preparation for the performances, the dancers 

take part in movement explorations with time for rest, cooking and eating 

together, as part of an ethics of caring for the body. Rather than focusing on the 

repetition of a choreographed form and development of an aesthetically suitable 

physique for the performances, the emphasis is on respecting the body’s needs.

On the contrary, Foucault’s Discipline and Punish discusses the body in 

society as organised, ordered, manipulated, observed and disciplined. He 

suggests that the subject disciplines him or herself, in a culture where social and 

economic survival relies on adherence to disciplinary codes. He comments: “This 

political investment of the body is bound up in accordance with complex 

reciprocal relations, with its economic use; it is largely as a force of production 

that the body is invested with relations of power and d o m i n a t i o n . T h i s  “body 

politic” is rendered efficient and productive through disciplinary ideologies 

embodied in the subject. While Foucault examines the prison system extensively 

in this work, he also notes that this disciplinary attitude permeates society more 

generally, including education and health systems. Hospitals, for example, enact 

the codes and ideologies of this disciplinary system through the isolation and 

observation of the patient, along with documentation, analysis and attempt to 

normalise the body in the process. This can be likened to dance training, where 

the dancer is observed for “correct” behaviour, and indeed, the importance of 

external appearance is also apparent in the mirrors that cover the walls of dance 

studios. This “disciplinary” approach lies in stark contrast with the ideas in 

somatic practices. The observed and ordered “body” is replaced by the self

sensing “soma”. Somatic practices have begun to influence dance education, 

responding to physical and psychological issues encountered in dance training. 

Likewise, in the Maya Lila training, participants engage in their own experience 

rather than perfecting an exercise. The input of each person is emphasised 

through the inclusion of participant feedback which alters the format and pace of 

each training module. In addition, the idea of “witnessing” allows the participant to

ibid.
Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 25-26.
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be seen without a sense of surveillance. In the Maya Lila performances, the 

dancers concentrate on their internal experience in relationship with the 

environment rather than being primarily concerned with how the movement 

appears. The role of the audience is altered where the primary concern is not 

with viewing a “perfected” finished product.

While Authentic Movement moves away from what Foucault describes as 

disciplinary, it has been described as a “discipline” in a different sense of the 

term. Daphne Lowell notes that “recently, Adler (2002) has called this 

introspective practice a discipline."^^^ The practice of attending to impulses 

requires a strong discipline of listening to the body. While all movements are 

acceptable in Authentic Movement, Davis’ term “quintessential movement” 

describes her quest for discernment in defining the most essential impulse 

among a mass of sensory material. The discipline around language is also 

apparent in the form, as the participant practices sensitivity in speaking about the 

movement that emerges in the work. The witness’ use of language was 

particularly developed by Janet Adler, drawing from her training with psychologist 

John Weir. Tina Stromsted and Neala Haze note:

As they learn to contain their own experience and biases, movers and 
witnesses employ certain protocols, including a linguistic framework, to 
assist them in the challenging task of differentiating clear perception from 
projection. ‘Percept language’, as developed by John Weir (1975), is a 
speaking practice that Adler integrated into Authentic Movement as part of 
that protocol ... Its purpose is the creation of language that is neither 
judgemental nor interpretive. Witnesses make ‘I’ statements that locate the 
perceptions (and the feelings that accompany them) in the speaker rather 
than in external objects (the movers).

An example of this use of language could include acknowledging a personal

sensation or memory while viewing a movement, such as “I see you jump and I

notice myself breathing, and I am reminded of playing in the puddles as a child.”

This is also the reason why I try to maintain a sense of subjective expenence in

my description of Maya Lila in the thesis. Percept language is used in the Maya

Lila training and rehearsal process, although the audience and performers at the

Lowell, “Authentic Movement”, in Authentic Movement: Moving the Body, Moving the Self, 
Being Moved, 52.

Stromsted and Haze, “The Road In: Elements of the Study and Practice of Authentic 
Movement”, in Authentic Movement: Moving the Body, Moving the Self, Being Moved, 59.
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offerings currently do not take part in a verbal exchange of this sort after the 

performances. Audience members who have experience of witnessing may 

choose to write a dedication in that style of language, but others may write in 

whatever form they wish. After the audience have left, the performers and meta

witness work through the witness language in order to provide a safe framework 

around the feedback. While Authentic Movement appears to encourage free and 

spontaneous responses, the approach includes discipline around movement and 

language both to discern between impulses and to protect the safety of the 

participants. In Maya Lila, Davis strives to develop the discipline of Authentic 

Movement further by creating discernment and crafting around the pursuit of 

impulses in performance. She states: “Composition and choreographic skills are 

now required in terms of texture, dynamic, spatial relationships, contrast and 

paradox. When we are grounded in our own signature tune, as it were, then we 

can turn it into choreographic/composition s k i l l s . D a v i s  suggests that through 

becoming aware of how my internal experience relates to the larger group in 

performance, I can use this to make compositional choices. To be able to 

express personal impulses at the same time as maintaining an awareness of how 

they fit with the full piece requires a deep level of skill, clarity and discipline.

However, unlike the form of discipline that Foucault describes, Maya Lila 

works towards democratic process, discussion and adaptation of the work 

through the input of those involved. The individual’s body-mind impulses are the 

central focus and the docile body is replaced by an active soma making choices. 

Dancer Penny Collinson notes on the use of a somatic approach in dance 

training that “there is something very important about empowering the individuals 

and helping them not to dissociate as they move and as they study 

movement.” ®̂'' This dissociation occurs when the dancer only focuses on how the 

body is seen from the outside, rather than noticing internal experience. In Maya 

Lila, the performer has become a co-creator rather than learning techniques or 

choreographies. This approach draws parallels with the changes in theatre 

techniques since the 1970s. In a wide range of productions, performers have 

become creative partners with the rest of the production team, discarding

Davis, 2007a, 199.
Collinson, in discussion with the author, September 2009.
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hierarchical systems of producing performance. Murray and Keefe suggest that 

this approach has also developed in forms of physical theatre, as they comment: 

“Arguably, the key line of distinction between the range and nature of physical 

actions within text-based theatre, and those forms we might, with some 

confidence label as ‘physical theatre’, lies around notions of authorship, authority 

and the creative role of the actor/performer.” ®̂̂ At the same time, the Maya Lila 

performances are based on Davis’ vision, as she has chosen the dancers who 

take part in the performances as well as making ultimate decisions on the form of 

the performances every year. On the other hand, it is a highly consultative 

process as feedback from dancers, hosts and audience members inform the 

performances. The hosts meet in advance of the annual offerings and offer 

suggestions on the work as it is developing. After the performances, audience 

members are invited to leave comments in a notebook or to give feedback to 

hosts with voice recorders, which Davis considers in developing the work. Davis 

does not credit herself as choreographer, but rather states that Maya Lila is 

created in collaboration with the dancers, along with emphasising the co-creative 

contribution of the audience. The performances are created at the time of 

presentation so the content is not dependent on a set choreography created by 

Davis, reflecting how somatic practices value the input of the participant.

While Davis attempts to include the audience, she also offers them the 

option to engage at the level which they choose, for example, inviting them to 

move around the space. Davis’ training in Hakomi psychotherapy emphasises a 

notion of “non-violence”, based on giving choice to the client in the therapeutic 

session. Some body-psychotherapies use a more forceful approach with the 

body, such as using confrontational tools (e.g. Gestalt therapy). Founder of 

Hakomi, Ron Kurtz, believes that the client cannot fully engage unless the 

principle of “non-violence” is used, whereby the client is free to make choices 

within the work. As Kurtz states: “To work non-violently, we must drop notions 

about making clients change and, along with that, any tendency to take credit for 

their success. That doesn't mean we have to be passive; nonviolence is not 

inaction. We can work without using force or the ideas and methods of a

Murray and Keefe, Physical Theatres: A Critical Introduction, 17.

120



paradigm of f o r c e . “Non-violence" can be traced in Maya Lila in the 

opportunities given to the audience to choose where they move and situate 

themselves, and whether or not to interact. As a host, I have been trying to 

develop this aspect of non-violence by tapping into the BMC practice of “yield” . I 

tentatively reach out to audience members but try to allow them space to move 

away or not interact. In addition to this type of non-violence, while the 

performances centre on the exploration of impulses, violence is unacceptable, 

unlike the work of performance artists such as Marina Abramovic (who use 

cutting, burning and feats of endurance to test the pain threshold of the body and 

how the audience respond). A performer in Maya Lila with a violent impulse 

would draw on the reflective practice to contain the impulse or allow it to come 

through in another channel such as sound.

Somatic approaches to training and performance offer a challenge to 

damaging attitudes to the body in dance. As Fortin, Vieira and Tremblay note: 

“somatic education can defy the dominant discourse in dance, a discourse which 

promotes an ideal body, supposes an attitude of docility, maintains a 

normalisation of pain and endorses the external authority of the 

professor/choreographer as the primary holder of power and k n o w l e d g e . T h e  

reliance on internal impulse over dance techniques in Maya Lila reflects the move 

away from styles that favour particular body types and movements, as I 

discussed in relation to postmodern dance in the last chapter. This is an attempt 

to resist the ideal of the “perfect body” engaged in virtuosic feats, which is a 

feature of dance forms such as ballet. Michael Seaver states that: “Within a 

dance context the ‘we’ and ‘you’ is articulated not just through the 

choreographer’s language but also through the choice and portrayal of bodies 

that speak that language” ®̂®, giving the example of John Scott casting Joanna 

Banks, a former ballet dancer now In her sixties, in his Irish Modern Dance 

Theatre productions. Grosz also notes: “Where one body (in the West, the white, 

youthful, able, male body) takes on the function of model or ideal, the human

Kurtz, “About the Method", http://www.hakomiinstitute.com, accessed September 2, 2009.
Fortin et a!., “The Experience of Discourses in Dance and Somatics”, Journal of Dance and 

Somatic Practices 1, no. 1 (2009): 50. They are referring here to Jill Green, “Student Bodies: 
Dance Pedagogy and the Soma”, International Handbook of Research in Arts Education, ed. 
Bresler.

Seaver, “Questions on Obedient Art”, in Choreographic Encounters I, ed. Theodores, 108.
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body, for all other types of body, its domination may be understood through a 

defiant affirmation of multiplicity, a field of differences, of other kinds of bodies 

and subjectivities.” ®̂® Davis includes male and female dancers ranging from 35 to 

65 years of age, although all are slim white performers who have trained in 

movement forms. At the same time, the inclusion of non-virtuosic dance practices 

indicates Davis’ desire to create a performance form that disrupts the idea of the 

“ideal” body.

While postmodern dance forms often attempt to include varied body types 

and movements, there are limitations for such work to challenge the pervasive 

system of discipline in dance. Indeed, as movement forms become codified, they 

begin to comprise of new ideals and norms. Eila Goldhahn notes that:

Post-modern dance proclaimed to take the physical suffering out of 
dancing by allowing a barefoot and holistic approach to the body and its 
anatomically correctly observed, experienced and practiced movements. 
Yet this and related methods, such as the Alexander Technique, however 
anatomically correct have not succeeded to replace notions of the upright, 
well aligned, straight body; I suspect that, in subtle and unintentional ways, 
they in fact continue to promote these ideals. Although no longer suffering 
from bleeding and twisted toes like their balletic forebearers, contemporary 
dancers instead struggle to maintain a healthy body image.

Although some forms of postmodern dance and movement practices have moved

away from a disciplinary approach to the body, Goldhahn believes that there is

still an “ideal” body position to be learned and maintained. Indeed, Goldhahn

makes reference to the Alexander technique, which can be described as a

somatic practice. However, in my view, the practices of Authentic Movement and

Body-Mind Centering do not attend to a form of correct alignment. Rather, the

purpose is to open up the movement capacity of the participant so he or she can

respond to a changing environment from a wide repertoire of movement

possibilities. This movement behaviour is constantly changing depending on the

context, as opposed to comprising of static postures or patterns of movement. At

the same time, the efficacy of somatic approaches in enhancing body image

depends on how it is used, rather than the particular movement approach. As

Pirkko Markula notes:

190 Goldhahn, “Shared Habitats: The Mover-Witness Paradigm”, (Ph.D. thesis, University of 
Plymouth, Dartington College of Arts, 2007), 123.
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Foucault’s concept of the technologies of the self is grounded in an 
individual practice of the ethics of self-care. This involves a process of 
active self reflection on how one can act as an ethical being: to use one’s 
power ethically by caring for oneself as well as others. Only through this 
ethical dimension can practices of self-care become practices of freedom 
with the potential to change the discursive, disciplinary practices of

191power.

In other words, Markula points out that it is not the movement practice itself that 

is central to challenging disciplinary attitudes. Instead, it is the practice of self

reflection on how the approach is used that stimulates potential transgressive 

power. I argue that in Maya Lila, Davis encourages the activity of self-reflection in 

the training and performances in order to develop this type of ethical self-care. I 

have tried to outline how this happens, in my reflective witnessing of workshops 

and performances, along with noting how the performers take care of their bodies 

during the preparation for Maya Lila. In the next section, I outline how Davis 

works through the senses of the audience and performers in order to challenge 

the dominance of a visual mode of production and consumption that reifies the 

values of the ideal body.

Visuality, Discipline and the Soma
Dance can be considered a highly visual form, focusing on the movement 

of dancers’ bodies in space. I have begun to address how this impacts 

performers’ health when external appearance is valued over internal sensory 

perception. The dancer focusing on the image of the body cuts off the feedback 

loop where they move away from the source of pain. Instead, the dancer is 

encouraged to ignore this sensory information and to push the body beyond the 

pain threshold, often causing physical and psychological damage. Jill Green 

notes that “the constant focus on an externalized view of the body, as reflected in 

the mirror, objectifies the dancer's body and requires students to strive to achieve 

a specific ‘look’ while being ‘corrected’ so that the students perform ‘proper’ 

dance t e c h n i q u e . O f  course, the focus on the body as object rather than 

subject can be applied to society more generally, particularly with the

Markula, “Tuning into One’s Self:” Foucault’s Technologies of the Self and Mindful Fitness, 
Sociology of Sport Journal 21, no. 3 (2004): 311.

Green, “Somatic Authority and the Myth of the Ideal Body in Dance Education”, Dance 
Research Journal 31, no. 2 (1999), 81.
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commodification of the body by mass media. It is difficult to evade the “gaze” in 

today’s highly visual culture, dominated by internet, cinema and television.

Laura Mulvey discusses the power of the “male gaze” In Visual and Other 

Pleasures, stating that “Woman [then] stands in patriarchal culture as a signifier 

for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out his 

fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing them on the 

silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, not maker, of meaning. 

She relates this male-female power dynamic to that of the audience-performer 

relationship in cinema, suggesting that the female body does not have agency 

within the patriarchal structure of society and this is carried across into the 

representational system. Such power dynamics can be related to dance, with the 

emphasis on visual appearance. Indeed, the phrase “to choreograph onto a 

dancer” is often used, suggesting that the physical body will bear rather than 

make meaning. However, Mulvey has been criticized for implying a monolithic 

male gaze, because viewers often interpret in vastly different ways. I argue that 

Davis develops the somatic approach in the presentation of her work, by offering 

the audience opportunities to participate in many ways and including all of the 

senses. In Western dance practices, the visual is the dominant mode of receiving 

the performance, which Davis challenges through her somatic environments in 

Maya Lila. In the Willow and Mirror tunnel, in particular, haptic and proprioceptive 

experience is strongly em ph a s i s ed .M em o r i e s  are evoked in motion, with 

encounters bringing co-created stories into play. Schechner’s articulation of 

“rasic” performance in the Indian tradition can be applied here as he states: 

“Indian classical theatre and dance does not emphasise clear beginnings, 

middles, and ends but favors a more ‘open narration’, a menu of many 

delectables -  offshoots, sidetracks, pleasurable digressions -  not all of which can 

be savored at a sitting.” '®̂  This tapestry of tastings can be experienced in Maya 

Lila, where the audience take part in unexpected moments in the Willow and 

Mirror tunnel that awaken multi-sensory experience. During the Maya Lila 

performances, the inside and outside become “inflected” (in Grosz’s terms) into

Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, in Visual and Other Pleasures, 15.
Haptic refers to the sense of touch and tactility, while proprioceptive indicates a sense of 

movement in space.
Schechner, “Rasaesthetics”, in The Senses in Performance, ed. Banes and Lepecki, 10-28.
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each other as perceived images awaken sensory responses and somatic 

impulses produce physical movements.

The role of the host is highly focused on stimulating the senses of the 

audience, but this is preceded by the hosts awakening their own senses. As 

hosts, we are invited to places tastes and smells throughout the tunnel. We are 

given grapes and strawberries and finding niches for these edibles in the Willow 

and Mirror tunnel. Grapes dangle from branches beside a sign that says “Taste”. 

A strawberry is strategically placed on the crotch of a wooden figure in the 

gardens, knowing that this will be discovered and eaten by an audience member. 

Then we search for smelling materials in Davis’ garden. Finding herbs such as 

rosemary and sweetly scented flowers, we find places to hang these around the 

Willow and Mirror Tunnel. Through these activities, the hosts start to test their 

own senses, and host each other before the audience arrive.

“Taste” in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Leslie Davis

Davis encourages the audience to actively engage in the gardens, where 

they can be absorbed in their own experience, interact with other audience 

members or make contact with the performers as they choose. In the
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amphitheatre space, the seated audience members can see each other and the 

performers can see the audience under the shared daytime light, so that each 

person becomes a part of the performance environment. This can be contrasted 

with Foucault’s description of Jeremy Bentham’s “panopticon” prison as a model 

of how contemporary society uses the visual as a tool of discipline. Foucault 

notes how prisoners are divided and observed in the panopticon, while the viewer 

is also concealed so that the prisoner can be watched unawares at any point. 

This threat of being seen means that the prisoner must impose self-discipline as 

he or she does not know when observation is taking place. While there are 

obvious distinctions between a prison system and a performance process, not 

least the choice of the performer to take part, the panopticon can be applied to 

the operation of visual power in theatre production. In proscenium arch theatres, 

the audience and performers are separated, with one group taking on the 

function of “seer” and the other of being “seen”. In addition, the process whereby 

an individual self-disciplines under the constant threat of surveillance can be 

compared to the process of self-discipline in dance training and performance. In 

Maya Lila, Davis invokes all of the senses so that the visual is combined with 

body-based self-reflection, in direct contrast with Foucault’s discussion of the 

panopticon. He comments: “The Panopticon is a machine for dissociating the 

see/being seen dyad: in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen, without ever 

seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen.” ^̂ ® In 

Maya Lila, on the other hand, the encounter between the seer and seen is 

integral to the process. In the Authentic Movement training, the participants 

engage in a seeing/being seen dyad as each participant experiences both the 

roles of the mover and witness. In fact. Penny Collinson’s thesis on Authentic 

Movement is subtitled: “See and Be Seen”, describing how the exchange in 

witnessing contrasts with a process of observation. In Authentic Movement, to 

see is to notice the impact of the seen on the subject’s body-mind, bringing visual 

perception back to a subjective experience of relationship. In the Maya Lila 

performances, the process is a reciprocal exchange of sight rather than of 

panopticism. At the same time, the audience and performers play different roles 

of participation within the performance, much like the participants in my research.

Foucault, 201-202.
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While I offer possibilities to others to take part in the research, I draw together the 

project in a written form in my role as main researcher. In Maya Lila, each person 

takes part according to their own capacity, and are offered opportunities to 

engage with the work, although the dancers maintain the role of main performers 

as they are skilled in that area. As a result, it is a form of reciprocal exchange, 

which adapts according to the different roles played by those who take part in 

each performance.

In the performances, Davis does not exclude the visual sense but attempts 

to integrate it with the other senses. In the ground form of Authentic Movement 

taught by Janet Adler, the mover moves with eyes closed. Davis undertook 

explorations in moving with open eyes in order to bring Authentic Movement into 

a performance context, as she felt that the mover appears absorbed in personal 

process when the eyes are closed. She comments on opening the eyes in 

Authentic Movement: “It brought the Mover into more conscious relationship with 

the W i t n e s s . T h i s  is an area which I also explored in my practice-based 

research presentation by including a short section of the basic form with the eyes 

closed, followed by movement sequences with the eyes open. Some audience 

members commented that having the eyes closed excluded them from fully 

engaging with the movers, indicating the importance of the eyes in the process of 

communication. At the same time, Davis reflects that the use of the eyes in 

Authentic Movement causes the subject to separate from somatic experience, 

although the performer aims to track somatic material so that it can become 

conscious to him or herself. She comments: “Now the question arose, ‘how was I 

using my eyes and how were they being used?’ The struggle was between being 

pulled into my external environment and staying connected to myself.” ®̂® As a 

result, Davis devised a number of exercises with the eyes to explore the visual in 

relationship with the rest of the body. She states that, “it showed me how much I 

am constantly pulled out by my eyes and that by coming back in to myself, my 

eyes simply became another limb. They became another part of the movement. 

So the exercise was scanning, seeing without reaching into seeing, or if the

Davis 2007a, 38. 
Ibid., 64.
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reaching was there, allowing it to be more fully t h e r e . T h i s  description shows 

how Maya Lila works with the gaze of the performer, who is seeing the external 

environment while concentrating on the “inner gaze”. The performers try to track 

their own responses rather than fixing on the image, to stay in contact with the 

fluidly changing somatic material at the same time as engaging with the visual 

sense. In addition, the eyes become another body part rather than the dominant 

mode of gaining information on the environment. Bringing awareness to the fact 

that the eyes are part of the body identifies the subjectivity of visual interpretation. 

Seeing then becomes an act of experiencing rather than observing the 

surrounding performance landscape. Davis also proposes the possibility of 

closing the eyes in the performances in order to tune into somatic experience. 

She states: “Initially, Witnesses were expected to keep their eyes open during the 

Offerings. However, since the Movers had the freedom to have their eyes open or 

closed, it seemed appropriate that the Witness Audience should also have the 

same f r e e d o m . W h i l e  the performers and audience may never escape the 

implications of the gaze in performance, they have choice over how they relate. 

Through choices of interacting or not interacting with the environment, each 

participant comes away not only with a different perspective but also with a 

different set of sensory experiences on which to base their understanding of the 

performance.

In the image below of a performance at the amphitheatre, I am drawn to 

dancer Penny Collinson’s gaze. Penny draws a faceless dancer to her body, 

looking directly at Joan Davis. It seems to me to be a protective pose, as Penny 

wraps her arms around the dancer dressed in a white tunic. Davis advances on 

the pair and Penny looks towards her. In working with the eyes open, Davis tried 

to introduce strategies for maintaining both a sense of internal awareness while 

also noticing visual input. Rather than fixing the gaze on the image of an object, 

the eyes are seeing as Davis says “without reaching into seeing”. This 

photograph represents this aspect of the work to me, where the eyes become 

another body part for movement, expression and communication without losing a 

sense of one’s one body. Penny’s eyelids are slightly open, allowing a small
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amount of light into the pupils. She is clearly looking in the direction of Davis’ face 

but it does not seem to be looking “at” but rather “towards” this figure of Davis. 

Her interactions with the other dancer and her own sensory perceptions have not 

suddenly shifted with Davis’ approach, but rather Penny seems to maintain 

awareness of her own posture and embrace.

Penny Collinson, Joan Davis and Nicholas Twilley in the amphitheatre,
photograph by Kevin Logan

At the same time, Maya Lila can often heighten visual experiences. The 

mirror provides a visual theme in the Maya Lila performances, which can be 

connected to the experience of dance training but also to Davis’ psycho

therapeutic background. In dance rehearsal studios, mirrors surround dancers as 

they visually assess the external appearance of their bodies. In Maya Lila, the 

visual appearance of the performers is not of central importance, but rather the 

somatic impulses and relationships that arise at the event. However, the mirrors 

in Maya Lila represent the reflective witnessing that is part of the performances, 

distorting the body image of the performers rather than presenting a “true” image. 

Indeed, the mirrors are turned on the audience at various points throughout the 

performance, reminding the audience of their own place in the performance 

experience. Jacques Lacan’s “mirror stage” provides a framework for 

understanding Davis’ use of mirrors in Maya Lila. In the mirror stage, the infant
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sees him or herself reflected in the mirror and comes to identify with the image. 

Lacan theorises that because the infant has limited motor control, the image 

provides a more whole and coherent self-image. He states:

The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from 
insufficiency to anticipation -  and which manufactures for the subject, 
caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies 
that extends from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality that I 
shall call orthopaedic -  and, lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an 
alienating identity, which will mark with its rigid structure the subject’s 
entire mental development.^°^

In the mirror stage, the subject identifies with an image as representing him or

herself. This idea has been useful in understanding the operation of

representation in performance, particularly how the audience identify with the

performers. In relation to cinema, Laura Mulvey points out that the mirror stage

paves the way for identification with the other, as she says that “recognition is

thus overlaid with misrecognition; the image recognized is conceived as the

selected body of the self.” °̂  ̂ Identification in performance works through an

audience identifying with a performer (or character) as an image of his or herself,

although of course this is misrecognition.

Davis works through the process of identification that takes place in 

performance as represented in the mirror stage, at the same time as challenging 

this visual process. While the audience may identify with one of the dancers, they 

are also encouraged to observe themselves, reminding them that they are having 

a subjective experience of the performance. This removes emphasis on 

judgement and criticism of performance skill and technique, and guides the 

audience to take part in the “mover-witness exchange” of Authentic Movement. 

The mirrors at the rockery garden are broken and fragmented into odd shaped 

shards, and the audience are invited to look at parts of themselves in the 

costumes that they have adopted. This perhaps represents how the self is 

divided and constantly changing according to the context, rather than coherent 

and whole as experienced in the “mirror stage”. Davis has also recently acquired 

glass which is reflective and also see-through -  hence the looker is seeing the

Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic 
Experience”, in Ecrits: a selection, 5.

Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, in Visual and Other Pleasures, 17.
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self and others simultaneously. The audience also see their self-image distorted 

in the convex and concave mirrors in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, showing yet 

another perspective on the unstable “se lf. The constant reminder of seeing 

oneself and experiencing one’s own somatic responses as an audience member, 

means that any identification with the performers can also be seen as a shard of 

self reflected back in the process of subjective engagement. This, again, links 

with the process of witnessing in Authentic Movement, where the witness 

describes his or her subjective experience of seeing the mover, and therefore is 

describing an aspect of the self.

Mirror and plexi-glass at Dance House, photograph by Paul Harris 

On the other hand, the format of traditional theatre settings allow for the 

audience to take part in the process of identification in the performance, at the 

same time as separating from what is perceived as “other”. Mulvey discusses this 

paradox in particular in relation to viewing film, where the subject can separate 

from the object (objectification/ projection) or join with the object (identification). 

She states that: “The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person 

as an erotic object) and, in contradistinction, ego libido (forming identification 

processes) act as formations, mechanisms, which mould the cinema’s

131



a t t r i b u t e s . M a y a  Lila attempts to disrupt these processes by calling the subject 

into responsibility in relation to the object. In the Authentic Movement training, the 

witness watches the mover, but strives to take back projections that occur in the 

process. For example, I might watch a mover and think their movement is 

beautiful (projection) or think that they are feeling the same pain as me 

(identification). In witnessing, I would instead say that I see the mover and feel a 

particular response, thereby bringing awareness to the operation of projection 

and identification. In the Maya Lila performances, the mirrors act to remind the 

audience of their interaction with and subjectivity in the performance, rather than 

merging in identification with the performers and performance. At an indoor 

performance in Dance House in Dublin, Davis included the mirrors which were 

already part of the dance studio, perhaps again in order to encourage self

reflection. The mirrors line the walls of the studio, and thus reflect the audience 

and the performers at different times. However, the presence of the mirrors in the 

studio also represents the prioritisation of the external viewpoint in many dance 

trainings and performances, which conflict with the aims in somatic work. Dancer 

Henry Montes comments on the impact of performing at Dance House that “we 

got into that space which was kind of a weird space because it has a history of 

being a dance studio, it’s quite loaded, you walk in there and you suddenly feel 

really self-conscious about the way you look, with the mirrors.” ®̂'* The mirrors in 

Maya Lila therefore can also provide a point of reflection on visual culture by 

bringing awareness to experiences of self-image. At the same time, the 

stimulation of the senses of taste, touch, smell, and hearing provides a 

counterpoint to identification with the image through the visual sense. The 

inclusion of the sensory experience of the audience again provides a point of 

“reflection”, bringing the audience member back to their own experience.

The psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott draws on Lacan’s model to develop an 

interpretation of the mirror stage, where the mother reflects the child so that he or 

she can develop a sense of identity. Winnicott states: “The glimpse of the baby’s 

and child’s seeing the self in the mother’s face, and afterwards in the mirror, 

gives a way of looking at analysis and at the psychotherapeutic task.

I l y ' I U  . ,  t — .

Montes, in discussion witii the author, August 2009.
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Psychotherapy is not making clever and apt interpretations; by and large it is a 

long-term giving the patient back what the patient b r i n g s . I n  Maya Lila, the 

stimulation of the audience’s sensory awareness and self-reflection through the 

mirrors, point towards this aim of giving back the subjective experiences that the 

audience bring to the performance. The negotiation between the Lacanian and 

Winnicottian mirror stage is descnbed by Ian Craib as he states: “For Winnicott 

the mirror is the mother’s face and it offers a reflection of the self that the infant 

can take on as part of its move to integration. For Lacan it is an imaginary 

identification that divides us from o u r s e l v e s . I n  Maya Lila, Davis appears to be 

playing with both the division from self and the reflection of self in relationship 

with the surrounding environment. The reflexivity encouraged through the 

sensual stimulation and mirrors provide an opportunity for the audience to reflect 

on subjective identity in relationship with others. At the same time, the sense of a 

stable or fixed identity is constantly deferred, for example, in the audience 

members choosing costumes at the rockery garden in Gorse Hill from a bag of 

hats, glasses, natural objects and so on which alter their appearance and often 

their movements. Throughout the performance, somatic impulses also continually 

appear and transform, and identities are de-stabilised by the constant adaptation 

to the environment. The interactions between the audience and performers 

further indicate the interdependence of identities on the contexts which produce 

them.

Winnicott, “The Mirror-Role of the Mother and Family in Child Developm ent”, in Object 
Relations Theory and Practice, ed. Scharff, 269.

Craib, Psychoanalysis: A Critical Introduction, 131.
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Mirrors in tlie Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Leslie Davis

In this photograph, audience members are playing with mirrors that distort 

the body at the Willow and Mirror tunnel. The sense of playfulness is evident, with 

participants trying out different positions to see how the body changes. The 

photograph illustrates how people experiment with their friends in front of the 

mirrors, posing, framing their bodies to see how the reflection corresponds, 

laughing together as they create a new image of themselves and their pals. At 

the same time, as in the Winnicottian sense of the mirror stage, the mirrors give 

back what the viewer brings and provides insights into the subjective experience 

of participants. From my position, I am brought to reflect on my desire to form 

some understanding from my visual perception and to place the identity of these 

audience members. Where is the camera? Who is this person bending over, 

hands over head? I think I recognise the pair as Joan’s son and his friend, both 

photographers -  and this starts to give me a context for the photograph. While 

the photograph highlights the use of the concave and convex mirrors which 

distort the viewer, artfully hiding the camera, and showing a stretched and divided 

body -  I am drawn to create a subjective narrative about the people reflected in 

the mirror.
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. In Maya Lila, audience members are guided to become aware of their 

surroundings and their own experience in watching the performance. In addition, 

the performances offer multiple sources of focus, so that the audience can read 

the event in numerous ways. For example, the performances in Davis’ garden 

offer a very particular context so that they could be read as a community 

celebration, a ritual, a day out for the family, an opportunity to experience somatic 

“witnessing”, or a dance performance. The openness of the semiotic material 

through the inclusivity of the performances, allows the audience to interact and 

interpret in vastly differing ways. This means that the audience is encouraged to 

experience the performances as their own, rather than watching and interpreting 

what the author-creator “means”. There is a paradox here that through 

disengaging from the habitual power dynamic of the gaze between the audience 

and performer, the audience in fact gains ownership over their own experience. 

While the visual sense is included, the audience use touch, taste, sound, smell 

and movement in space to interact with the performance. The dominant mode of 

consuming dance and the connected issue of losing somatic experience are 

challenged in Maya Lila, by placing the visual on a par with other sensory 

perceptions of the performance. The performance is not made solely for the gaze 

of the audience and likewise, the audience is encouraged not only to interact 

through the visual sense. The reciprocal gaze between performer and audience 

also changes the operation of visual power in more traditional proscenium 

performances, which works like the dissociation of the see/being seen dyad 

theorised by Foucault. The practice of “witnessing” in the Maya Lila training 

examines the process of visual perception in relationship with the subject’s 

somatic experience. The mover and witness are part of a dynamic relationship 

rather than the mover becoming an object of the gaze. In a challenge to the 

perception of the visual solely as a means for subordination and domination, 

Kelly Oliver notes that “subjectivity is founded on the ability to respond to, and 

address, other -  what I am calling w i t n e s s i n g . I n  other words, witnessing 

involves relating to the other, rather than viewing the other as an object. Unlike

207 Oliver, Witnessing: Beyond Recognition, 15.
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disciplinary procedures which isolate individuals, Maya Lila explores the 

“ecology” of performers working in dialogue with the audience.^°®

However, occasionally there is confusion over how to interact with the 

performance, because of the lack of the usual disciplinary codes in theatre and 

dance contexts. On one occasion, I attended a performance where one audience 

member applauded and then stopped abruptly when no one else joined in. Baz 

Kershaw questions the place of applause in theatre, as he states that:

The taming of the audience through the historical suppression of unruly 
responses in the theatre, the narrowing of the repertoire of overt reactions 
in reception, the consequent elevation of applause to make it the major 
expression of audience as community in the later twentieth century: these 
processes indicate, I think. Western mainstream theatre’s increasing 
capitulation to near-fascistic vectors in its socio-political environment.^”®

Since the disciplinary codes of creating performance are literally turned inside out

in Maya Lila, the expected behaviours of the audience are also changed. In the

absence of disciplinary codes for the performers, how are the audience expected

to respond? In order to deal with this question, Davis has adopted a number of

strategies. The dedication at the end of the performance was introduced in 2006,

to counter the usual codes of the “curtain call" (bowing and applause). At the end

of the Maya Lila performances, one of the performers or hosts asks: “If this has

touched you or impacted/disturbed/moved you in any way, then what of that can

you bring back to your community, family, wider world?”^^° The dedication invites

the audience to reflect on how they might bring what they saw from the

performance with them into their lives. In addition, through the structure

surrounding the event -  from the hosting to drinking tea afterwards -  Davis

attempts to frame the event as a different experience from other performances.

The Willow and Mirror installation has been vital to awakening the somatic

sensibilities of the audience, and bringing them into the role of co-creators.

However, Helen Thomas criticises dance writers for suggesting that 

postmodern choreographers can teach the audience to read the performance in 

ways that escape the voyeuristic gaze of the spectator. In her view, this goes

See Kershaw, Theatre Ecology. 
Ibid., 190.
Davis, 2007a, 166.
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against the postmodern approach in allowing the audience to choose how to 

interpret the performance. She states:

Postmodernism and poststructuralism, [however], emphasize the ‘death of 
the author’ (the traditional speaking subject), the unfixing of the text (that 
had been fixed by the arbitrary relation of the signifier and the signified in 
semiotics), and the shift towards the readers/viewers as 
writing/choreographing the text/dance and combining the ingredients in 
any way they choose.

As postmodern theory proposes that the readers can interpret a text in their own

way, she rejects the idea that postmodern choreographers can “train” the

audience to perceive in new ways as this limits the potential for multiplicity of

reading. This is also an issue in Davis’ work, where she wants the audience to

co-create at the same time as inviting the audience to engage in particular ways,

such as dressing in costumes, interacting in the tunnel and so on. These

activities are set up in order to invite the audience to move beyond their everyday

behaviours and to feel freer to participate and to interpret from new perspectives.

However, audience members do not have to take part in these activities if they do

not wish to, with the result that there are a vanety of responses to the work -

costumed participants beside those with no costume, audience members

involved in sensorial exploration while others sit and chat. It is the chance aspect

of the diversity of responses that creates the changing performance landscape.

As a result, I argue that Davis offers opportunities to engage with the work on

different levels, rather than suggesting particular meanings in the performances.

While Davis’ choices (e.g. of objects) may elicit certain responses, the exploration

of audience interaction offers rather than shuts down a multiplicity of meanings.

The Maya Lila performances could be compared with Roland Barthes’ notion of

the “writerly” text, as he states that “the systems of meaning can take over this

absolutely plural text, but their number is never closed, based as it is on the

infinity of l a n g u a g e . A  particular setting, dancer or object might hold strong

connotations for the viewer, however the excess of signifiers offer many points of

entry and plurality of meaning to readers. This means that the audience can

adopt a more traditional role of sitting back and watching the performance unfold

Thomas, “Do You Want to Join the Dance? Postmodernism/Poststructuralism, the Body and 
Dance”, in Moving Words, ed. Morris, 81-82.

Barthes, S/Z, 5-6.
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if they wish, reflecting the notion of “non-violence” and the agency of the client in 

somatic practices. At each performance, the audience are a group, on the one 

hand, who form a collective field of response on a particular day -  for example, 

the “heavy” atmosphere at Dance House was noted by a few dancers and 

audience members. On the other hand, each individual takes part in the collective 

in different ways, with varying responses -  for example, one person might be 

fascinated by the skeletons in the ancestor corner while they might frighten 

another.

Davis embeds a somatic approach into Maya Lila, challenging disciplinary 

approaches to theatre training and production. Fortin, Vieira and Tremblay note 

on dance training: “dance is usually a site where the subject has been 

traditionally objectified and health issues dismissed in favour of the aesthetics of 

the art form.”^̂  ̂ While many dance trainings try to move away from such 

practices, Foucault’s writing highlights how the issues of discipline and 

surveillance are pervasive in society more generally. With the emphasis on 

production and consumption in a capitalist system, it is difficult to escape from the 

operation of disciplinary approaches to performance. Indeed, the performer 

becomes the perpetrator of discipline in order to adapt to the cycle of production 

in an efficient way, and therefore the subject is a site of compliance and struggle 

through self-discipline of the “unruly” body. At the same time, however, the 

operation of discipline through the body is interrupted by the very struggle that 

discipline creates, in forms such as injuries, exhaustion, involuntary movements 

and other physical revolts. Somatic training, as practiced by Davis, provides an 

opportunity to explore these fissures, gaps and difficulties as the source of 

creative material. Similarly, the somatic approach invites the subject to notice 

how people, objects, environment, society and culture impact and produce the 

body. The constant negotiation between the history of the body and emergent 

responses constitute the Maya Lila performances. One example of this is how the 

audience negotiate their expectations of the usual codes of response to 

performance with the possibilities for active participation. Foucault notes that 

“discipline fixes; it arrests or regulates movements; it clears up confusion; it

213 Fortin, et al., ‘The Experience of Discourses in Dance and Somatics”, Journal of Dance and 
Somatic Practices 1, no. 1 (2009); 49.
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dissipates compact groupings of individuals wandering about the country in 

unpredictable ways; it established calculated d i s t r i b u t i o n s . A s  both audience 

and performers wander and play, they produce an alternative to the disciplinary 

society, by creating unpredictable encounters through movement in space. At the 

same time, the restrictions to such possibilities are brought to the awareness of 

participants, as they are invited to reflect on their own capacity for engagement in 

the work.

Body, Language and Authenticity
The struggle between body and language was a recurring theme in Davis’ 

work with DCDT and continues to be an area of interest in Maya Lila. Somatic 

practices illustrate Grosz’s articulation of the “torsion” of body and mind into each 

other, which means that movement and language cannot be easily assigned to 

one or the other. Maya Lila works with the soma which produces and is produced 

through language and movement. In the training, Davis often guides movement 

sessions through verbal descriptions as she seeks language which will support 

the explorations. In one session I attended, we worked through the movements 

evoked by the term “yield” in Body-Mind Centering, with participants then offering 

alternative words from their expehence. In another movement session with Joan 

Davis, we explored the word “welcome” in what became known as the “welcome 

warm-up”. We were invited to welcome each body part, welcoming sensation, 

discomfort, stretching, yawning, and breathing. In the Willow and Mirror tunnel, a 

sign contains the word “welcome”, an invitation to come into the tunnel and take 

part. Words sometimes invite actions, such as a box with “smell and look in” 

written on the outside, inviting the participant to interact through the senses of 

smell and touch.

Foucault, 219.
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Box in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emma Meehan

In addition, Davis has played with written and spoken words as starting 

points for movement. I recall attending an Authentic Movement workshop where 

Davis invited participants to explore the Hebrew letter “Shin”, by looking at the 

written sign, drawing it, playing with the sounds and moving in response to this 

experience. Amongst other meanings, in Judaism, Shin has connotations of 

meaning “God”, although we were not given any interpretation of the word in 

advance of our explorations. I started tracing the shape of the letter Shin with my 

hand. As I made the shapes, I noticed how I was directing my energy away from 

the body with large strokes, and on the dot in the letter, my hand bounced back 

towards me. It felt like I was offering energy out but not throwing it away -  the 

reverberations gave energy back to me. For me, this brought up insights about 

using my own energy in efficient ways and the possibilities for renewal of energy 

in a spiritual practice. The mark on the paper and the sensorial experience of the 

sound created new impressions and therefore produced material from my body- 

mind. In a more general sense, the mover and witness seek to give voice to the 

experience of Authentic Movement in processing the work through writing or the 

spoken word. The Maya Lila practice, then, integrates language on a somatic
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level, with movement coming to be understood as inclusive of words, images, 

sensations, and stories that move through the soma.

The connection between body and language has been a central concern in 

psychoanalysis and has clearly impacted the development of somatic practices. 

In Studies on Hysteria, Freud and Breuer make reference to the physicality of 

trauma. The analysand’s psycho-physical trauma is displaced in bodily 

symptoms, indicating that unconscious material surfaces through the body. They 

comment that: “In traumatic neuroses the operative cause of the illness is not the 

trifling physical injury but the affect of fright -  the physical trauma. In an 

analogous manner, our investigations reveal, for many, if not for most, hysterical 

symptoms, precipitating causes which can only be described as physical 

t r a u m a . F r e u d  and Breuer recommend treatment for trauma through 

“abreaction”, which in a sense is physical, although they suggest an emphasis on 

the use of language: “The injured person’s reaction to the trauma only exercises 

a completely ‘cathartic’ effect if it is an adequate reaction -  as, for instance, 

revenge. But language serves as a substitute for action; by its help, an affect can 

be ‘abreacted’ almost as effectively. In other cases, speaking is itself the 

adequate reflex, when, for instance it is a lamentation or giving utterance to a 

tormenting secret.”^̂ ® Freud and Breuer separate out language and action, 

deeming language as an appropriate form of treatment -  although there are 

obvious physical connotations in a word such as “lamentation” . Phelan comments 

on Freud’s emphasis on language rather than physicality in treatment of 

conditions, stating: “Classical psychoanalysis abandoned the physical cure in 

favour of the clinical technique of the talking cure. A technique that depended too 

heavily upon touch was a huge risk for an epistemological revolution whose 

visionary leader was determined to be, above all, scientific.”^̂  ̂At the same time, 

Freud’s work has been critiqued for the way in which he does not acknowledge 

the influence of his subjective perceptions on his analysis of clients, even in his 

quest for “scientific” objectivity. For example, Helene Cixous’ play, Portrait of 

Dora, problematises Freud’s counter-transference onto a female client.

Breuer and Freud, Studies on Hysteria, 56,
Ibid., 59.
Phelan, “Dance and the History of Hysteria", in Corporealities, ed. Foster, 90.
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Somatic practices emphasise the authority of the client, rather than the 

therapist, in exploring physical and psychological health. For example, the 

difference between giving an interpretation in psychoanalysis can be compared 

with witnessing in Authentic Movement, with the latter maintaining that any 

response is subjective. Indeed, the subjective experience of the client working 

with a somatic practitioner is seen as necessary to exploring and dealing with the 

psychological and physical difficulties. Likewise, the Maya Lila performances 

adopt a collaborative rather than hierarchical model, with the dancers as central 

in creating the work. In this somatic approach, the body is not divided from the 

mind in order to strive for objectivity, but rather the subjectivity of the soma is 

seen as vitally important. Similarly, the media of movement and language are not 

placed in a hierarchical order, with one being deemed more acceptable than 

another. Over a series of workshops, Davis examined the idea of “naming” and 

“non-naming” of experiences, linking with an exploration of the nervous system. 

The nervous system records information so it can respond to later situations, and 

in this way it is involved with naming, memory and habit. This was explored 

alongside inviting new understandings of an experience through non-naming. For 

example, I can name a feeling anger and explore my relationship to the Authentic 

Movement material from this angle. In non-naming, I could explore the feeling as 

a form of energy, and come up with a completely different understanding of the 

experience. Naming can also be evocative rather than concrete, that is, it can 

evoke a feeling, so that a listener or witness can get a sense of the idea, which 

can be difficult with a concrete name.

The idea of naming and non-naming reflects the exploration of the nervous 

system in BMC. The nervous system is involved with organising information and 

communication, recording information so it can respond to later situations. A 

Body-Mind Centering practitioner can work with the nervous system in order to 

adapt old patterns of behaviour, and to integrate new experience with a history of 

the body’s behaviour patterns. Drawing on this, Davis combines body and mind in 

exploring language. However, this cannot entirely be distinguished from Freud’s 

approach. Psychoanalysis has clearly influenced somatic practices in 

understanding how trauma appears through the body. In fact, Grosz understands 

Freud as incorporating body and mind in his work, rather than dividing the two, as
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she states: “His assault on dualism is perhaps most readily perceived in his 

notion of sexual drives, the drive being a concept that lies mid-way between the 

mind and the body, irreducible to either.” '̂'® Freud’s understanding of the intimate 

link between body and mind in his drive theory and his tracking of the 

appearance of psychological symptoms in the body, have impacted the 

development of somatic therapies.

However, the assumption that unconscious material surfaces through the 

body raises questions around the idea of the body as “truthful” and “natural”, 

revealing an underlying “reality” . Murray and Keefe critique “beliefs that there is 

something immutably and timelessly authentic about bodies and movement in a 

way that is less true for language and the spoken word.”^^  ̂ The title “Authentic 

Movement” appears to maintain the assumption of a stable, authentic self that 

can be derived from movement. However, in Authentic Movement, movements 

appear and disappear based on contextual elements, and identities are thus 

never stable but emerge from environmental relationships. In addition, 

unconscious material is understood to make appearances in the body in 

Authentic Movement through a process of substitution, and unconscious 

impulses might take a number of different forms during movement sessions. 

Indeed, Derrida suggest that Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of the unconscious 

refers to a process of deferral rather than the existence of truth through the body. 

Derrida comments that “the unconscious is not, as we know, a hidden, virtual, or 

potential self-presence. It differs from, and defers, itself; which doubtless means 

that it is woven of differences, and also that it sends out delegates, 

representatives, proxies; but without chance that the giver of proxies might 

‘exist ’. I n  his work with physical symptoms, Freud indicates that the 

unconscious functions through mediation and deferral. Impulse can be repressed 

by the individual, influenced by social and cultural norms, and become part of the 

unconscious material that appears in the body. However, these “appearances” 

mark disappearances, as they are traces of unconscious material -  which can 

equally be applied to language, as in the proverbial “Freudian slip”.

Grosz, 52.
Murray and Keefe, 21.
Derrida, “Differance”, in Margins o f Philosophy, 20-21.
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The title “Authentic Movement” continues to be problematic for many 

practitioners. Davis notes: “The name Authentic Movement implies its opposite -  

inauthentic -  and therefore often brings questioning and judgment from the 

dancer and the witness as to how authentic they really are.”^̂  ̂ However, in Maya 

Lila, Davis wishes to encourage participants to explore their own movement 

capacity, rather than striving to attain an ideal of “authenticity”. In Authentic 

Movement, multiple impulses are available to the mover at any one time which 

implies a multitude of possible identities. The title “Maya Lila” denotes how the 

performer chooses an impulse in relationship with the environment, indicating the 

illusion of identity as it appears through the play of signifiers. However, the term 

“authentic” suggests the possibility that movement and the body can evade the 

imprints of culture and gender that are prevalent at a historical moment. Grosz 

notes: “It is not simply that the body is represented in a variety of ways according 

to historical, social, and cultural exigencies while it remains basically the same; 

these factors actively produce the body as a body of a determinate type.”^̂  ̂

Despite the title. Authentic Movement does not attempt to erase specificity, but 

rather focuses on the subject in his or her environment and how this shapes the 

body in movement. Goldhahn describes a definition of “authenticity” that derives 

from geography and biology, which she feels reflects this aspect of Authentic 

Movement. She states:

Like with all systems and ecologies there are too many influences to 
name; we live and move within these and are part of multiple and shared 
habitats. Hence, in my view authenticity is not a quality that can be 
measured on any scale by mover or by witness, but, if the term is to be 
used at all in this context, is an emergent, fluid quality.^^^

Goldhahn offers a definition of “authenticity” that can be applied to Davis’ work

with the body, where the body is developed in relationship with the environment.

Maya Lila exposes amorphous identities as the context inhabited is performed

through the body. A homogenous state of “authenticity” is not part of the practice

of Maya Lila, but instead each participant explores his or her own movement

impulses within a particular environment.

Davis, 2007a, 78-79 
Grosz, X.

Goldhahn, 40.
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Mary Starks Whitehouse had, in fact, first called the form “Movement-in- 

depth” , although it gradually acquired the name “Authentic Movement”. 

Whitehouse notes that the opposite of Authentic Movement is “invisibility” or “ lack 

of awareness in certain a r e a s . T h e  idea of “invisibility” describes how the 

unconscious is manifested in the body, for example, in areas of the body where 

expression is absent. The area of “invisibility” can be a body part or a range of 

movement that the individual is not aware of, or he/she can become aware of a 

lack of capacity. This can also become apparent to a witness who notices feeling 

restriction in his or her own body while watching the mover, or can see repetitive 

patterns in the mover. In Authentic Movement, the client brings awareness to 

these gaps and patterns rather than perceiving them as “inauthentic” , allowing 

repetitive patterns to appear. Of course. Authentic Movement can also produce 

surprising new sensations or movements, which highlights to the mover what has 

been missing. Authentic Movement then, includes all forms of movement that 

arise (or fail to arise) from an individual in a particular environment, with the 

mover focusing on the impulses that he or she feels are important to explore.

In order to counteract the connotations of the title, various performers who 

use Authentic Movement as part of their practice have adopted different terms to 

replace the word “authentic”. Davis makes use of the term “Quintessential”, 

suggesting the idea that there may be an essential, rather than authentic, 

movement or sound at a particular time for the mover.^^^ This essential 

movement is influenced by the context, and as a result can change rapidly into 

another movement. Simon Whitehead, who performed in Maya Lila in 2009 and 

2010, also discards the title “authentic” in his own performance experiments. 

Penny Collinson states that “Whitehead doesn’t refer to his work as Authentic 

Movement, preferring to call his process that of ‘sourcing’ or ‘mapping’. This, he 

claims is because often his witness will be the place or the space which he is 

e x p l o r i n g . R a t h e r  than focusing on “authenticity”, again the impact of the 

environment is of central importance in Whitehead’s work, as the performance 

emerges from the relationships between participants and the context that

Whitehouse, “C.G. Jung and Dance Therapy", 81-82.
See Davis, 2007a, 78-79.
Collinson, “See and Be seen: A Quality of Presence, An Investigation of Authentic Movement 

in Creative Process and Performance”, (M.A. thesis, Manchester Metropolitan University, 2005), 
75-76. Collinson refers here to an interview with Whitehead in 2003.
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surrounds them. For Whitehead, it appears, the space becomes the witness to 

the movement, through the traces left behind in the ephemeral effect of objects 

and movements on the area.^^^ Eila Goldhahn uses the phrase “Mover-Witness 

exchange” to describe the process of Authentic Movement. She states:

I consider the label ‘authentic’ as problematic. Whilst the term has 
particular historical reasons it appears misleading. A claim to ‘authenticity’ 
does not disclose the essentially democratic and participatory core of the 
practice but implies a hierarchy between those who can move 
‘authentically’ and those who cannot. Hence I only use this name when 
referring to the practice’s historical and cultural development... I later 
replace this ambiguous term with a new one: the Mover Witness 
exchange.

The “Mover Witness exchange” clearly describes the form of Authentic Movement 

and could be applied to Davis’ work. However, the title Authentic Movement 

continues to be used by practitioners in describing the approach. I have chosen 

to continue using the term for this reason, and indeed, Davis still uses the name 

in describing the training modules.

In Authentic Movement, there is a strong relationship between language 

and the body. Language may be included in the movement and work is often 

processed through written and verbal responses. This process is clearly 

structured, particularly around the use of language, as part of the safety of the 

work. Following Weir’s “percept language”, the witness always uses the first 

person, present tense when offering witnessing. This is in order to acknowledge 

that any witnessing is a subjective rather than objective experience of what has 

occurred. The witness often starts using the following: I see (describing the 

action), I feel (describing sensation in the body), I imagine (describing stories or 

images), and I am reminded of (describing memories). Witnessing is always 

given in the present tense, as the witness returns to the physical and emotional 

memory of the movement to re-experience it. Drawing on Adler’s practice of 

“embodied text” coming from the practice of Authentic Movement, Davis notes 

that: “ In Maya Lila I am looking for embodied words -  words that can offer the 

listener a physical and ‘felt sense’ of what those words are conveying. It is the 

combination of both the choice of word and the speaker speaking it from a bodily

See http://www.untitledstates.net/ for further information on Simon Whitehead’s work.
Goldhahn, 14.
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felt sense that makes for embodied s p e a k i n g . I n  Maya Lila, Davis invites the 

performers to follow this process of experiencing the somatic impulses and 

articulating this within the performances through the use of words. She has also 

explored the possibility for “embodied words” In the dedication after the 

performances. In the early years of Maya Lila, participants were invited to speak 

directly from their experience, although in 2009 the audience were Invited to write 

dedications In order to protect the vulnerability of the dancers directly after the 

performance. Speaking and writing are both forms of expressing psycho-physical 

responses through words, which could be left unarticulated if the performance 

ended without the dedication.

The concepts behind somatic practices have been supported by the wide 

acceptance of Freud’s theory of repressed unconscious drives reappearing 

through physical and linguistic disturbances. Freud treated his patients through 

what has been called the “talking cure” In order to maintain at least a physical 

distance from his patients, attempting to find objective results In his observations. 

Wilhelm Reich, a follower of Freud, placed direct emphasis on the body in the 

therapeutic process, using physical manipulations of the body and a model of 

body tensions or “armouring” which are assessed from the outside to describe 

the psychological state of the cllent.^^° On the contrary, somatic practices 

emphasise the body-mind continuum, exemplified in the development of the 

“mover-witness paradigm” in Maya Llla.^^^ The reflective, witness capacity of the 

participants is stimulated In order to explore the inflection of body Into mind and 

vice versa. The term “chiasma”, used In anatomy to delineate the network of optic 

nerves in the brain, depicts the criss-crossing of sensory and motor activity 

through the brain which informs responses based on previous history and current 

context. Sally Banes and Andre LepeckI comment that: “language, memory, 

affect, sensation, perception, and historical and cultural forces find themselves in 

a deep chiasmatic Inter-subjectlve relatlonality, where each element in the

Davis, 2007a, 187. The term “felt sense” is drawn from Eugene Gendlin’s practice of 
“Focusing” referring to developing an intuitive understanding of experiences through the body. 
Adler also talks about embodied language in Offering from the Conscious Body, 153-186.

For further information on Reich and comparative approaches to working with the body in 
psychotherapy, see Totton, Body Psychotherapy.

See Goldhahn. 14.
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relation is continuously crossing and being crossed by all the o t h e r s . I n d e e d ,  

this is the case for all the senses including the visual, where experience affects 

perception and thereby behaviour patterns. Language becomes part of the fabric 

of impulses that are explored in Maya Lila. Rather than separating out movement 

and language as different vocabularies, I suggest that Davis intenA^eaves both as 

they produce each other in the performances. Davis does not posit the body as 

more “authentic” than language, but rather seeks to find the connections between 

body and language through the soma.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I described the principles of somatic practices and how 

they are used in Maya Lila. Davis integrates Authentic Movement and Body-Mind 

Centering into the training and performances and in doing so, she challenges a 

number of assumptions about performance, from the distinctions between art 

forms to the visuality of performance. Somatic practices offer an approach that 

values the subjective experience of the participant over external appearance or 

objective perception. Moving from Freud’s attempt to secure a place of 

importance for his work in an “objective” scientific approach, somatic studies 

emphasises the subjective experience of the self within its environment as a 

necessary facet of the therapeutic experience. Somatic practices thereby reject 

the authority of the “objective” therapist and replace this with the agency of the 

client. By bringing somatic practice into performance, the audience’s role is 

altered as they become co-creative participants in Maya Lila. Davis has devised a 

number of strategies in order to accommodate the audience in relating to this 

type of performance. In particular, the stimulation of sensory interaction and 

reflection is facilitated by the Willow and Mirror tunnel. In contrast to Foucault’s 

notion of a disciplinary society, Davis invites the audience and performers to 

challenge docility through making choices about how they take part in the 

performance.

Grosz’s analogy of the “Mbbius strip” provides a description of the 

relationship between the body and mind in somatic practices. The common 

usage of the separate words body and mind make them easier to use in writing,

Lepeckl and Banes, “Introduction: The Performance of the Senses”, in The Senses in 
Performance, 6-7.

148



although at the same time, they remind me of the pervasiveness of this division. 

Using these two separate terms highlights the continuing struggle with binary 

discourses which I must navigate rather than hide. However, when I use the 

terms body and mind, I understand them as interconnected, internally 

expehenced and contextually informed, in the sense of Hanna’s “soma”. Drawing 

from this background in somatic practice, Davis includes body-mind experiences 

in the performances, from looking in mirrors to the embodied language of 

dedications. I seek to account for the body-mind continuum in my research, 

where my writing emerges from my experience at the training and performances. 

As described at the start of this chapter, my movement within a Maya Lila 

performance with my camera causes me to reflect on my discomfort with 

documenting the Maya Lila performances through a piece of equipment which 

focuses on visual perception alone. At other times, I have also contributed more 

fully by attending training modules with Davis and working as a host at some 

performances. As a researcher, the process of participative interaction with Maya 

Lila leaves my writing in a constant process of discovery. My experience of each 

performance is ephemeral and I arrive at new perspectives every time I attend 

Maya Lila. Unlike analysing other forms of dance, I cannot describe what the 

choreographer was trying to portray in a particular sequence that is repeated at 

every performance. In fact, my experience is the performance, and so my 

descriptions draw on my own involvement in the process. My writing on Maya Lila 

is provisional as I continue to take part and as a result, I am offering my own 

“embodied words” at a particular moment in time.
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Chapter Three: The “Subjective Object” -

The soma, autobiography and object relations theory in Maya

Lila

The “box piece”, Gorse Hill, 2006, video still by Emma Meelian
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In the first two years of the Maya Lila project, Davis focused on exploring 

the somatic movement practice along with trying to find a way of containing both 

the therapeutic and creative aspects within the work. In 2004, Davis emphasised 

working with objects, including placing objects in space and dressing other 

movers with objects. This has an aesthetic impact with movers becoming like 

sculptures, transforming the space into an art gallery. At the same time, this 

aesthetic aspect was secondary to the somatic investigation of objects in Maya 

Lila. The use of objects became an important field of exploration over a number 

of years, as Davis examined the psychophysical relationships people can have 

with different types of objects. In the Maya Lila training, I took part in Authentic 

Movement sessions with objects, noting how my interaction with them reflected 

my relationships in my life -  such as my interaction with strands of wool 

described in the last chapter. This also comes up in the Maya Lila performances 

as performers select objects, arrange them in relationship to each other, dress 

other dancers, and use objects in the performances all in ways that reflect 

personal process and stimulate subjective responses from the audience.

At the performances in 2006, the audience were brought down to the mid

garden where a spiral made from rocks was laid out -  prefiguring the Willow and 

Mirror tunnel which was yet to be built. Within the stone spiral, a variety of objects 

had been placed, from natural objects such as bones, skulls and branches, to 

man-made objects such as an oversized teddy bear. Here, the audience were 

invited to select an object to bring into the amphitheatre space at the bottom of 

the garden. Within the amphitheatre, the audience were seated at the edge of the 

space with their objects. Occasionally, a dancer would select an object and use it 

within the performance as a prop, to dress another mover or simply place it in the 

space. As the performer could choose to dance with objects that the audience 

had selected, this provided a means of including the audience’s personal 

investment in an object within the performance.

The use of somatic movement as a source of material in Maya Lila means 

that the performances can have personal resonances for the performers, and the 

use of objects highlights this process. However, these personal responses arise
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from a collective process, challenging what can be perceived as “autobiography”. 

At the start of this chapter, I focus on a vignette fronn a Maya Lila performance 

that I have called the “box piece” where Davis selected a cardboard box and 

developed performance material from her relationship with it. In my analysis, I 

outline how autobiography is invoked in creating and reading the performances. 

Through the lens of object relations theory, a psychoanalytic approach developed 

in the 1940s, I argue that Davis develops a relational autobiography negotiated 

between performer, audience and environment. In addition, I draw on Derrida’s 

theory of “otobiography” to describe how Maya Lila challenges notions of self- 

identity as stable and autonomous. Through exploring somatic impulses, 

identities are constantly changing and being influenced by surrounding 

conditions. As a result, Maya Lila explores autobiographical impulses that appear 

and disappear, relating to the theme of illusion and play. Finally, I discuss the 

ethical issues of using somatic practices in a public performance, due to the 

autobiographical material that appears in movement patterns, soundscapes and 

interactions between performers and audience. As a researcher, my own 

autobiography is invoked in writing about Maya Lila, as particular selections of 

material and analyses of the performances come from the inten/veaving of my 

subjective responses with the work.

Box Piece: Autobiography and Object Relations

A number of everyday objects are visible at the edge of the amphitheatre 

space. Joan Davis pulls a large cardboard box into the space and dives into the 

open end of it, as her head bursts out the opposite side. Her arms and torso are 

contained inside the box and she cries, “I’m not coming out!” The singer Eileen 

Keane begins to make cooing, baby-like sounds as dancer Mary Nunan stands at 

the edge of the space, holding a tower of sliced white bread. The imprint of 

Nunan’s hand can be seen in the bread as she precariously tosses the slices 

between outstretched palms. Davis continues her chants of “I’m not coming out!” 

as she lies enclosed in the box. Musician Nicholas Twilly has entered the space 

and starts to drag the box containing Davis. He lies down and pulls the resistant 

weight of Davis in the box with both hands, saying, “This is ok, ok, ok, ok, this is 

very ok.” The box and Davis’ body lift slightly off the ground with the strength of 

his force, while Eileen’s song begins to sound like a baby crying. Davis pushes
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her head into the box, and curls her feet tightly into her chest, shouting, “I’m not 

coming out.” Nick continues to drag the box and suddenly the box rips open, 

revealing Davis’ curled up body. She hits the ground with her fist, crying 

“Nooooooo” and Eileen joins in this shriek. Mary drops the pieces of bread as she 

stands relaxed at the pehphery of the performance space. Davis calls out, “No, 

no, make the box again” as she pulls the box back over her. The box falls away 

again and she says, “Oh damn it, oh”, as the audience laughs loudly. Mary 

stands with the bread at her feet, looking at Davis; while Davis lies on the ground 

with the flattened box beside her head.

The box piece was performed in the amphitheatre space at Gorse Hill in 

2006. While Davis had mainly worked with natural objects in Maya Lila, such as 

animal bones, she began to introduce items such as a supermarket chicken, 

sliced pan, and other objects that an audience might see day to day. Davis 

wanted to include everyday objects to provide a bridge for the audience into the 

work, which appeared to inhabit a completely different world with its unfamiliar 

setting, movements and interactions. However, the context and use of these 

familiar objects is changed within the performances, highlighting Davis’ desire to 

juxtapose ordinary and extra-ordinary experiences. The “natural” objects are also 

framed by their inclusion in the performances, alienating them in a way from their 

natural environment. Some objects are placed in the space in advance of a 

performance, such as a skull sitting in a tree trunk, dislocated from its original 

purpose, surrounded by painted branches and roots which decorate the trunk. 

These objects have been placed in the space and, in this way, they are not 

“natural” objects occurring in the landscape but are configured by the artist’s 

perspective. The addition of painting also heightens the vibrancy of the space 

and objects, pointing to the framing of the natural as an artwork and a 

performance environment. Other objects are introduced by the performers and 

placed or rearranged in the space. The performers engage with their somatic 

experiences of these objects, resulting in surprising combinations of objects and 

movement. The impulses to move may stem from something experienced 

through the five senses, memory, images, fantasies and characters that develop 

in association with the environment, audience and objects encountered on the 

day.
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Ancestor corner in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emma Meehan

In the box piece, Davis creates a story through the movement and words 

that arise in relation to the cardboard box. The object relations school of 

psychoanalysis provides a framework for understanding this intense relationship 

with objects. The “subjective object” is one imbued with personal experience, and 

can bring up strong impulsive reactions. However, as each performer in the piece 

is engaged in somatic experience, the performances often tell diverse stories 

simultaneously. For example, while the musician clearly becomes involved in 

Davis’ interaction with the cardboard box, he follows his own response to what is 

happening. Meanwhile, Mary continues to play in a parallel world with the bread. 

As an audience member, I am invited to fill the gaps with my own object relations.

I can see images of a baby in the womb, a child having a tantrum, and an adult 

who is stuck and will not think “outside of the box”. Davis’ purposely tries to leave 

space in the narrative for the audience to fill, and this is an example of how Davis 

combines somatic material with choices around composition. She comments that: 

“I have found it better not to tell the whole story but to leave gaps for the 

audience’s imagination to play out too ... one or two words can create much more
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in the imagination of the audience than a full s t o r y . L i k e  her work with DCDT, 

Davis attempts to open up meaning for the audience through the juxtaposition of 

objects, movement and context.

By including opportunities for the audience to invest the work with object 

relations, Davis is attempting to facilitate the “co-creative” aspect of the work 

where audience and performers are creating the performance together. It can 

appear that Davis’ emphasis on “co-creation” assumes the investment and 

participation of audience members in relating to the performance material. 

However, in the context of Maya Lila, the idea of co-creation can be understood 

to include positive or negative reactions along with non-participation. As In 

Authentic Movement, terms of judgment such as positive or negative are 

discarded as any response is a valid form of subjective reaction. I am not always 

entirely at home in the performances, but sometimes experience feelings of 

unease, annoyance, tiredness, or dissociation. The point of co-creation is that 

these experiences are my own perception, and I am co-creating them out of what 

is happening between me, the audience, the performers and the environment. 

While Davis’ insistence on “co-creation” is indeed a hopeful attempt at creating 

community, the collective includes diverse experiences which can also be 

challenging. In the introduction, I discuss the exploration of audience roles in this 

emerging work, and how these develop out of the position of witnessing. In the 

next chapter, I examine the idea of community and the disintegration of 

community which is central to Davis’ work, where co-creation can be understood 

as a field of ingredients that interact, some which mix and others that do not.

Davis draws on individual responses to co-create the collective field of the 

performance environment. As Authentic Movement developed from Jungian 

psychoanalysis, the idea of the collective is extremely important. The collective 

work in Authentic Movement brings awareness to themes that resonate with the 

individual on some level but also reflect broader themes in the group or society, 

corresponding to Jung’s work with the individual and collective unconscious. 

Hartley says of Authentic Movement that “the interweaving of personal stories in

Davis, Maya Lila -  The Process, 2007a, 192.
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a spontaneous and synchronistic embodiment creates a larger s t o r y . D a v i s  

stimulates the theme for the box piece by the movement and words she uses, so 

at this point it can be described as her personal story. However, it is also a 

collective story in the sense that the impulses appear in relation to the objects, 

audience and environmental conditions on a particular day. The collective aspect 

is developed further as each performer responds to what is happening within the 

group. In the box piece, the performers become involved by encouraging, 

threatening, ignoring or empathising with the character in the box. 

Autobiographical material that develops from the somatic encounter in Maya Lila 

can be both personal and collective, as it develops from subjective impulses in 

relationship with past experiences and the current environment at a particular 

performance. In the box piece, the personal story of the box has emerged from 

Davis’ relationship with it, and is transformed during the piece based on the 

interactions of performers and audience. The stories that evolve in Maya Lila 

performances are both personal and collective, as somatic relationships are 

developed in a collective context which in turn influences what is presented.

Object Relations and Maya Lila

Objects are incorporated into Maya Lila, in order to stimulate contact 

through the senses but also to provoke psychophysical responses. In this 

photograph (below) of the Willow and Mirror tunnel, I see one of the other hosts 

sitting on the ground, turning a shell over in her fingers. Partly concealed behind 

the grass, she appears to be in a contemplative mood, focusing on her own 

experience. A large steel pot sits in the background of the picture, usually used 

for making the soup which Davis dishes out at each somatic workshop. Now it is 

turned upside down to be played as an instrument by wandering audience 

members. I hope for the moment, however, that this calm silence of the picture 

stays a little longer before the unpredictable environment provokes a change. As 

an audience member, I am noticing the relationship of objects and what they 

provoke in me. In this instance, it is a desire for stillness and for the picture to 

stay the same, although I know at any moment another participant will conne 

along and change the scene. Perhaps this reflects my own desire for things to 

stay the same rather than accepting the flux of life. Object relations theory offers

Hartley, Somatic Psychology, 2004, 67.
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a means for understanding the relationships that occur in the contact between 

people and things in Maya Lila.

Touching objects in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emma Meehan

Both object relations theory and Authentic Movement first developed in the 

1940’s, and both explore relationships emerging from psycho-physical 

experience. The investigation of object relationships was developed in Britain by 

therapists such as W. R. D Fairbairn, Melanie Klein and D.W. Winnicott.^^^ The 

subjective experience of other people was also evident in the work of Freud in his 

understanding of “transference”. Transference involves the client’s projections 

onto the analyst, which reflects the history of the analysand. In addition, Freud 

notes of the analyst: “We have become aware of the ‘counter-transference’, 

which arises in him as a result of the patient’s influence on his unconscious 

feelings, and we are almost inclined to insist that he shall recognize this counter

transference in himself and overcome it.”^̂ ® The concepts of transference and

See Scharff, “Major Trends in Object Relations Theory and Practice”, In Object Relations 
Theory and Practice, 3.

Freud, “The Future Prospects of Psycho-analytic Therapy (1910)”, in The Standard Edition of 
The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XI, 144-145. For Freud on 
transference see; “Dynamics of Transference (1912)”, in The Standard Edition of The Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XII, 97-108.
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counter-transference were developed in the object relations school of 

psychoanalysis, which broke from Freud’s emphasis on sexual drives. Object 

relations theory focuses on the relationships between the client and other 

“objects”, referring particularly to other people, but also parts of the body, things, 

and so on.

In object relations theory, the newly born baby experiences a state of 

“merging” with the mother. Over time, the infant begins to develop a sense of 

separation from “objects” , beginning with the primary relationship with the mother 

and extending out into the family and later society. However, each individual 

brings with them a history and culture that informs their relationships with people, 

objects, and situations. Authentic Movement marks this process through phases 

of dyad, triad and full group movement sessions, which are thought to represent 

the participant’s relationship with parent, siblings and then society more 

generally. In Maya Lila, Davis works through the idea of embodied histories that 

impact upon relationships in the present time. Rather than using a set text or 

choreography overlaid on these exchanges, Maya Lila brings attention to these 

object relations in the performances. The box piece represents to me an infantile 

relationship with objects, as Davis’ character attempts to stay merged with the 

cardboard box. At the same time this is my own perception, provoking my own 

object relationship with the material that I see played out before me. The resulting 

performance can be described as a co-creative process brought about by the 

contact between embodied subjectivities and how they influence each other. 

Object relations theory provides a means for understanding how personal 

engagement triggers the impulses that inform Maya Lila. Body and mind are 

interlinked in the subjects’ interaction with objects, and these object relationships 

contain dynamic energy that can be striking to watch in a performance context. 

The performer in Maya Lila is motivated to move through personal impulses that 

arise in relation to the field of objects, in the broadest sense of the term.

Similarities between object relations theory and the somatic practices used 

by Davis are apparent in both the emphasis on early child development and the 

body-mind connection. Ian Craib notes that for Klein, “the important events 

occurred in the earliest months, and as well as instinctual developments, they
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involved our relations to those around us, particularly the mother” .̂ ^̂  Unlike 

Freud’s emphasis on the oedipal phase, early infant development holds the 

primary place of importance in object relations theory. This emphasis on the early 

years relates to the Maya Lila training, with the developmental movement 

patterns in Body-Mind Centering and the movement from individual to collective 

in Authentic Movement. Object relations theory also emphasises the intimate link 

between psyche and soma. Of the infant’s development as an individual separate 

from the mother, Winnicott says;

Associated with this attainment is the infant’s psychosomatic existence, 
which begins to take on a personal pattern; I have referred to this as the 
psyche indwelling in the soma. The basis for this indwelling is a linkage of 
motor and sensory and functional experiences with the infant’s new state 
of being a person. As a further development there comes into existence 
what might be called a limiting membrane, which to some extent (in 
health) is equated with the surface of the skin, and has a position between 
the infant’s ‘me’ and his ‘not-me’. So the infant comes to have an inside 
and an outside, and a body scheme.^^®

In Authentic Movement, the mover’s first sensory experiences often focus on

contact between the floor and the body, and later with another mover’s body, as a

means of understanding the boundaries of self and other. The type of contact

habitually used by the participant can be seen, such as yielding, collapse or

separation. This is the starting point for reflecting on object relations, as the

participant notes psycho-physical responses when the body meets objects in the

environment. In Maya Lila, the interrelationship between psyche and soma is

apparent in the box piece, as psycho-physical histories inform Davis’ relationship

with the box. This appearance of inside on the outside is mediated by the skin, as

the “me” and “not-me” of the subjective object is negotiated.

Craib, Psychoanalysis; A Critical Introduction, 7.
Winnicott, The Maturational Processes and the Facilitating Environment: Studies in the Theory 

o f Emotional Development, 1972, 44-45.



Maggie Harvey in the upper garden at Gorse Hill, photograph by Kevin Logan 

Davis also experimented with the contact between me and not-me through 

the process of placing objects on dancers, so that they become a form of living 

sculpture. In the above photograph, Maggie stands adorned with feathers and 

bones, dressed by some of her fellow dancers. She takes on the objects donated 

by the other dancers who were engaged in their own “object relations” as they 

placed them on her. Then it is Maggie’s turn to take on a relationship with these 

objects. As I look at her focused expression, I start to imagine the sensation of 

texture of the bones between her fingers, the soft cotton vest top on the arm 

dangling by her side, along with the feathers and rope bound around neck and 

brushing against upper arm. Perhaps she is noticing how these sensations make 

an impression on her skin, provoking internal responses, stories, itches, 

characters, or a desire to shake it all off. Simultaneously, the witnesses, hosts, or 

audience members are offered an opportunity to create their own object 

relationships with the image, or perhaps to turn away and focus on something 

else that is happening in the space. I am brought to the awareness of my own 

remembered sensations of touch, texture, breathing, stillness -  in the abstract 

sense of object relations which is a kind of empathetic response. Looking at the 

image, I also think of an eagle, studying the landscape, ready at any moment to 

take flight or pounce. This is my own object relationship, differing from that of the



other dancers who placed the objects, of Maggie who inhabits them, and the 

Interpretations of other audience members.

“Projective Identification” Is a large part of how object relations operate, 

and Davis describes her work as a form of “projective identification” . Melanie 

Klein developed the idea of “projective identification” , which she describes as “the 

forceful entry into the object and control of the object by parts of the self.”^̂ ® The 

child, and later the adult, projects aspects of the subject Into an object, at the 

same time as maintaining a relationship with the object in order to control or 

make sense of it. Davis states that “our experience In Maya Lila echoes what 

occurs in projective identification in relation to a sense of transformation; this 

takes place when we invest energy in the object and the object then appears to 

transform in relation to the i n v e s t m e n t . T h e  box piece can be Identified as a 

form of projective identification, where Davis projects qualities onto the box and 

maintains a relationship with It. In another performance, Davis moved with long 

fronds of grass and declared that she was a cleaner who was a “very obsessional 

worker”. Meanwhile, the activities of the other dancers conveyed a more abstract 

engagement with dance but which also impacted Davis’ interaction with her 

object. Davis met two other movers who were holding hands, and she brushed 

the fronds over their faces and bodies as though dusting them. The musician 

shook a phone book, saying “I know you’re in here somewhere.” Davis called out 

“not me. I’ve only just joined this company. I’m just a new employee. I’m starting 

at the bottom. I’m a cleaner. I’m on the lowest possible salary. You never saw me 

before.” The three other dancers continued to move together, playing with weight, 

balance and lifts. At one point, they all faced Davis and one of them caught hold 

of Davis’ fronds. Davis pulled away, followed by the other dancers, creating a 

chasing game. The group picked up pace and started to jog around the edge of 

the circle. Davis, pursued by the other dancers, cried “where are you taking me? 

I’m just trying to do my cleaning.” They all continued to run around the edges of 

the circle, eventually linking arms. Davis started to wave the fronds in a flowing 

motion up and down, letting go of the “cleaner” character and starting to dance 

with the object. In this example, the other dancers interact and create their own

Klein, “Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms”, in Object Relations Theory and Practice, 147. 
Davis. 2007a, 123.
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subjective involvement with Davis’ projective identification. The audience’s 

responses to what they see can also be described as a projective identification, 

where qualities are projected onto the dancers as the audience try to make sense 

of what is happening in the space.

D.W. Winnicott proposed that object relations, such as projective 

identification, provide the starting point for all cultural activity. Winnicott 

developed the term “transitional phenomena” to describe experiences that occur 

during infancy which can be described as both subject and object that facilitate 

the maturational process. For example, the “transitional object" can be a toy or 

blanket that a child acquires when beginning to move from a merged state with 

the mother to recognition that both are separate. The transitional object is 

experienced as both part of the body and separate from the body, as both me 

and not-me. In Winnicott’s theory, the child uses the transitional object in order to 

play out the emerging awareness of separation from the mother. He described 

the transitional playing space between the mother and child as “potential space” 

to explore these issues of connection and separation, noting that “this area of 

playing is not inner psychic reality. It is outside the individual, but it is not the 

external w o r l d . W i n n i c o t t  suggests that transitional phenomena continue 

throughout life as a means of coming to terms with the relationship between self 

and other, along with suggesting that this playing turns into more developed 

creative forms. He notes that “the place where cultural experience is located is in 

the potential space between the individual and the environment (originally the 

o b j e c t ) . T h i s  idea of the potential space is conceptualised by Lisa Baraitser 

and Simon Bayly as emulating the rehearsal process. They state that “in 

rehearsal, decisions about subjectivity and objectivity are also temporarily 

suspended. The performance is not yet formed or fixed, identities remain fluid, 

performers can explore versions of themselves.

Likewise, the Maya Lila training is a transitional space for trying out new 

behaviours and relationships, suspending the formation of set identities of “se lf

Winnicott, Playing and Reality, 1994 (1971), 51.
Winnicott, “The Location of Cultural Experience (1967)”, in Object Relations Theory and 

Practice, 263.
Baraitser and Bayly, “Now and Then: Psychotherapy and the Rehearsal Process”, in 

Psychoanalysis and Performance, ed. Campbell and Kear, 65.
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and “other”. The themes of illusion and play are part of the process, where self- 

identity is constantly shifting and changing in the play between subject and 

object. In the Maya Lila performances, the performers continue to explore the 

fluid and changing relationships that emerge in relation to the environment, 

audience and other performers. As a result, the Maya Lila performances evolve in 

the “potential space” between subject and object, rather than working through 

stable choreographies, texts, characters or identities. The audience and 

performers are sharing an illusory landscape, which is the hallmark of creative 

play according to Winnicott. He notes:

I am [therefore] studying the substance of illusion, that which is allowed to 
the infant, and which in adult life is inherent in art and religion, and yet 
becomes the hallmark of madness when an adult puts too powerful a 
claim on the credulity of others, forcing them to acknowledge a sharing of 
illusion that is not their own. We can share a respect for illusory 
experience, and if we wish we may collect together and form a group on 
the basis of the similarity of our illusory experiences.

In Maya Lila, Davis invites the audience into a world of illusion and play, which

she hopes they will share. The use of illusion is illustrated by the host as trickster

or pyschopomp in Maya Lila, introduced in 2009. In different cultures, the trickster

is known as a shape-shifting figure who is both and neither male/female,

human/animal and ally/enemy. This character is a guide into the dis-ordered

world of Maya Lila, upsetting notions of fixed identities. Davis notes on the

psychopomp: “As a guide from one world to another, the host must ‘undo’ the

solid daily consciousness of the audience in a gradual, gentle, fun, playful and

kindly manner.” "̂*̂  In order to do this, the guide in Maya Lila mingles ordinary and

non-ordinary, for example telling stories that confuse “reality” and fiction. In a

performance at Dance House in 2010, Davis told a story in the past tense

describing a gathering of people who came together. She then included elements

drawn from the environment or audience but in a distorted way, such as saying

“some of them wore blue cloaks made from the stars in the sky” referring to the

blue jacket of an audience member. She also gave the audience physical objects

onto which were projected magical qualities, such as a package to open on the

completion of set tasks. However, it is also crucial in Authentic Movement and

Winnicott, 1994, 3.
Davis, notes sent by email to Maya Lila hosts, March 2010.
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thus Maya Lila that the participant can play in the potential space while 

simultaneously maintaining connection with a consensus “reality” from which to 

play. The reflective aspect of Authentic Movement allows the mover to engage in 

“crazy” play with subjective objects, at the same time as maintaining an 

awareness of the illusory aspect of the movement. In this way, the mover and the 

object stay in a relationship, where a sense of connection -  rather than merging -  

can be experienced. The witness language in Authentic Movement, for example, 

reflects the participant’s embodiment of subjective experience while maintaining 

awareness of projections onto the object. In Maya Lila, audience members are 

asked to transverse fictional and physical worlds with a sense of playfulness, like 

in taking on a new name or putting on costumes. The stimulation of reflective 

experience, for example in the dedication, also offers participants a similar 

opportunity to bring the new experiences provoked in the performances into their 

everyday lives.

However, in object relations theory, the move towards separation and 

wholeness suggests that the subject establishes a stable identity in relationship 

with the object, a position which has been critiqued by Lacan. Craib notes that 

“there is a useful contrast between the implications of much object-relations 

theory and Lacanian psychoanalysis. The former emphasizes personal growth 

and development whereas the latter emphasizes internal division and, often, 

conflict.” '̂*® Lacan’s work suggests that the subject is always divided, and can 

never fully access a “real” self. In my reading, however, object relations theory 

does not posit the separation of subjective experience from the object world as 

“real”, but rather a representation, as “separateness involves a clear psychic 

representation of the self as distinguished from representations of the object 

world and objects” .̂ '*̂  These are representations rather than the individual seeing 

the self or other in a more objective manner. This rejection of a single truth, 

coherent identity or the ability to make contact with some “real” or “true” self is 

also reflected in Jung’s comments that “by ‘se lf we mean psychic wholeness, but 

what realities underlie this concept we do not know, because psychic contents 

cannot be observed in their unconscious state, and moreover the psyche cannot

St. Clair and Wigren, Object Relations and Self Psychology, 88.
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know itself.” '̂*® While in object relations theory and in Jungian theory of 

Individuation, the subject nnoves towards adjusting to the environment by 

developing a sense of a separate self-identity, the subject is not considered to 

fully know him or herself but remains split from contact with the “real”. In addition, 

the subject can never know the other fully, as object relationships are based on 

the individual’s subjective experience of objects. The fact that the audience 

member’s everyday persona is contrasted with the new identities encountered in 

Maya Lila, could also invoke the idea that the “real” identity is also unstable and 

pliable in different circumstances.

In the Maya Lila training, the participant works towards understanding the 

boundaries between self and other, such as taking back projections onto another 

person. At the same time, the training encompasses the idea that identities are 

not fixed or secure but are re-negotiated within each new context. For example, 

in an Authentic Movement circle, I might make contact with another mover but 

feel rejected when they pull away. This is a “real” experience of relationship and 

may in fact represent how I interact in similar situations in my life. In Authentic 

Movement, I have a safe space in which to develop more options for responding 

to this situation, so that rather than shutting down, for instance, I could find 

another mover to interact with. Through this process of trial and error, I open up 

new ways of dealing with relationships. Authentic Movement can be said to offer 

opportunities to re-enter developmental moments that have shaped the 

development of personal identities and to give a chance to re-orientate the 

resulting responses. However, Authentic Movement does not strive towards 

finding and fixing a sense of self, but rather explores representations of self in 

different situations. Indeed, the process of witnessing provides a means for 

reflecting on how the subject can never fully know the other, considering the play 

of illusion in our subjective experiences of others.

In the Maya Lila performances, the ideas of illusion and play are played 

out in the “realities” that appear and disappear in the performances. While the 

box piece is held together by a narrative surrounding the box, stories and 

characters regularly disintegrate in the performances. As the dancers attempt to

Jung, “Flying Saucers: a Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies (1958)”, in The Essential 
Jung, ed. Storr, 332.
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stay attentive to somatic impulses, these can change swiftly or continue 

developing for long periods of time. Within this process, strong object relations 

can emerge and may depend on personal histories. However, these object 

relations are also illusory in the sense that they are a subjective experience of an 

object, which appears within a particular context and might not appear again. In 

Winnicottian terms, the box is a transitional object where relationships with the 

world are played out. In Maya Lila, different object relationships are evoked for 

each person present, even though it arises from a collective process. Davis is 

involved in projective identification with the box, while each of the other 

performers and audience members relate to this with their own subjective 

experience. Both the Willow and Mirror tunnel and amphitheatre space in Maya 

Lila become transitional spaces where personal material can come up and fall 

away through the process of object relations between audience, performers, and 

environment.

Autobiography and “Otobiography” in the Maya Lila Performances

People, Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 1983
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Figure from People in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Emnna
Meehan

As Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering were developed for use 

in therapeutic situations and object relationships inform the performances, the 

material in Maya Lila contains what can be considered autobiographical 

fragments. The set, props and setting of Maya Lila also reflect the inclusion of 

autobiographical material in the work. Gorse Hill, where Maya Lila is performed, 

is Davis’ home place, and a family property.^'*^ In addition to this quite personal 

setting, Davis has incorporated many autobiographical elements into the set, for 

example the Willow and Mirror installation includes cut-out figures from the set of 

People, which she choreographed for Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre. 

There is also an area in the installation constructed from bones, which Davis calls 

the “Ancestor Corner”, referencing the impact of her heritage and personal history 

on the performances. In this way, the home place and the personal history that 

goes with it become the setting for Maya Lila. Deirdre Heddon comments that 

“place and the lives that take place in it are inseparable, leading to a profound 

sense of relationship between who we are and where we have been (or come 

from), a sense of ‘belonging’. D a v i s ’ work certainly deals with ideas of 

“belonging”, with the setting of the performances at her home. The dancers also 

eat, sleep and work at the Gorse Hill Centre while preparing for the

Davis’ house is not actually used in the performances, but lies next door to the Gorse Hill 
Centre and gardens in which Maya Lila takes place.

Heddon, Autobiography and Performance, 93.
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performances. The audience are invited to “feel at home” as they are welcomed 

Into the kitchen at the centre before and after the performances. The addition of 

the Willow and Mirror Installation provides an extra space for performance that 

cannot be located elsewhere, “belonging” in Gorse Hill due to fact that the willow 

is actually living and growing there.

The term autobiography has connotations of a linear personal narrative, 

and Leslie Satin comments that “the notion of the autonomous self -  spatially 

discrete, temporally linear -  as the conceptual baseline of traditional 

autobiography is, logically enough, repeated in the actualizing of the form; that is, 

autobiography sets, in type and in time, the “real” events of the individual writer’s 

life.”^̂  ̂ However, autobiographical material is incorporated into contemporary 

performance in diverse ways. Within Ireland, strategies for working with 

autobiographical material include the performance of autobiographical stories in 

Pan Pan’s One, Healing with Theatre, to the inclusion of quotations/movements 

from the performers’ personal lives juxtaposed with play scripts in the work of 

Loose Canon Theatre Company. Various forms of performance have been 

included under the title of autobiography, from rap music to Boal’s Theatre of the 

Oppressed to stand up comedy.^^^ Worldwide, the phenomenon of “reality” 

television highlights the many issues with using autobiographical material in the 

public realm, where editing and omission frames the personal narratives and 

“real” characters that appear on the screen. Further, the ethical issues in such a 

process are apparent with the commodification of personal lives for consumption 

by mass audiences. Turning this approach on its head, postmodern performance 

companies obscure differences between fact and fiction in their work, to highlight 

the constructedness of autobiographical narrative, for example, in the work of the 

Sheffield-based company Forced Entertainment {Speak Bitterness, Bloody Mess 

etc.). This can also be seen in Davis’ work, which plays with ideas of illusion and 

identities through with the inclusion of somatic movement forms in the 

performances.

Satin, “Being Danced Again; Meredith Monk, Reclaiming the Girlchild”, in Moving Words: Re- 
Writing Dance, ed. Morris, 121.

Park-Fuller mentions Boal and rap music, see “Performing Absence: The Staged Personal 
Narrative as Testimony”, Text and Performance Quarterly 20, no. 1 (2000): 21. See also Gilbert 
on stand-up as autobiography, in “Performing Marginality: Comedy, Identity, and Cultural 
Critique”, Text and Performance Quarterly 17, no. 4 (1997): 317-330.
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Contrary to the commodification of “real” life, feminist performance has 

used autobiographical narrative as means of speaking out for identities that have 

been obscured. Maggie Gale and Viv Gardner note that autobiography is often 

performed by women in theatre “as an attempt to re-insert themselves, not as 

individuals, but as part of a constructed ‘group identity’ or community, into a 

theatre history, a cultural moment or a performance space, from which they -  as 

women -  have been rendered ‘absent’ or ‘disappeared’. T h e  telling of a 

personal story in a public space is seen as an opportunity to perform its 

existence, and to resist narratives that reject or make invisible such lives. In 

addition, these performances engender community-building, with stories told by 

and for particular groups. This relates to Davis’ use of personal material in a 

home environment and her efforts to build a community of participants through 

the activities surrounding the event. Davis also hopes to embody personal and 

collective stories, as I have outlined in relation to Authentic Movement and 

Jungian psychoanalysis. At the same time, Heddon notes the importance of 

questioning the ideologies upon which identities in autobiographical performance 

are built. She states that “the challenge that continues to face practitioners is that 

of navigating a path between dislodging dominant cultural representations by 

showing other representations drawn from experience, whilst understanding that 

these experiences are themselves culturally and historically c o n s t r u c t e d . T h e  

somatic approach in Maya Lila is a new approach to performance-making in the 

Irish cultural landscape. In Maya Lila, the process of performing in the home 

place with a supportive community offers a space for creating an identity before 

deconstructing it, considering the vulnerability in creating this new form of 

performance which draws on personal and collective autobiographical material. 

Simultaneously, Davis avoids relating fixed narratives, but instead presents 

identities that morph through movement, vocalisation and relationships. In Maya 

Lila, there are no pre-planned characters or stories, because the performance is 

unfinished and developed through interaction with the changing audience and 

environment. The “auto” is, therefore, the individual in relationship, rather than a 

separate and definable entity. Heddon postulates autobiographical performance

Gale and Gardner, “Introduction”, Auto/biography and Identity: Women, theatre and 
performance, 4.

Heddon, 26.
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as the merging of the author and performer, stating that “we might then assume 

that the ‘auto’ signals the sameness of the subject and object of that story; that is, 

the ‘author’ and ‘performer’ collapse into each other as the performing ‘I’ is also 

the represented I add to this that the “auto” is both performer and audience, 

as the subjectivities of the audience are included in the performance, thereby 

indicating the plurality and relatedness of identity. This use of autobiography in 

performance does not suppose that the impulses and actions represent the 

interior consciousness of the audience or performers. The performance material 

works as a substitution, a supplement, a new form of response, a derivative 

which offers new possibilities.

Joan Davis and audience members in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph
by Leslie Davis

The box piece demonstrates the “auto” of the autobiography as that of the 

performers, with impulses coming from somatic impulses, at the same time as the 

“auto” of the audience, who interpret the performance in their own way. This can 

also occur in the Willow and Mirror tunnel where audience members and 

performers are engaged in their own sensory experiences, creating images which 

are then perceived by other participants. In the photograph above, a woman sits 

upright, weanng a large white scarf and glasses attached by a chord around her

Ibid., 8,
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neck, seriously intent on sonnething in her hand. Beside her, there is what looks 

like a couple in bright summer clothes. The young woman is holding bubbles and 

her partner looks on as though her is about to speak. The contrast between in 

ages, clothing and quality of attention is striking. Above them, Joan Davis hangs 

out of a branch, and they appear to be oblivious to her “performance”. The picture 

shows how each person in the tunnel can be engaged in their own experiences, 

at the same time as revealing dramatic moments that appear within the 

installation. I notice the juxtaposition of dancers and audience in this photograph, 

which provokes me to question: What story could be told by this juxtapositioning 

of bodies in space, for me to view and review on return to the photograph? As an 

audience member to this moment, I add another “auto” , creating an 

understanding based on my own experience of sharing spaces with people who 

are unaware of each other. I imagine they could be on a train, passengers 

sharing a space but not the same reality. I see a row of people seated and 

involved in their own lives, while one holds onto a rail as she stands on this 

juddering train, also taken up with her own world. The layering of 

autobiographical material of the audience and performers is apparent in this 

photograph, indicating how “auto” is a relational practice. A sense of identity as 

stable and autonomous is not possible in this environment, where personal 

experiences are developed from the context, change throughout the course of the 

event, and are framed through perception.

In Maya Lila, the performance of unstable and transforming identities 

emerge both from Davis’ background in postmodern dance and from 

psychoanalytic theory. Freudian psychoanalysis questioned the subject’s ability 

to fully perceive his or her own self with the concept of the “unconscious”. The 

unconscious appears in the body through impulses and involuntary movements 

that disturb the ordering of conscious behaviour. Indeed, Davis proposes that the 

psychopomp might enact these disturbances by “having a recurring facial or 

bodily ‘tick’ or twitch. Dribbling, farting, coughing, sniffing.” ®̂® These involuntary 

movements belie social and cultural norms, even though it is a conscious 

decision for the storyteller-host to take them on. At the same time, these norms 

also appear through the body, for example in a performer or audience member

Davis, notes for hosts.
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not feeling comfortable expressing certain impulses. Despite the awareness 

brought to the appearances of unconscious material, a fixed autobiographical self 

is never proposed. Rather, self-identities are under constant negotiation, 

transforming through the relationships within the performance environment. 

Object relations theory demonstrates that the idea of “personal” material is 

complex, considering the relational and illusory aspects of what can be 

considered autobiographical. Indeed, the Jungian idea of the “collective" also 

problematises the idea of an autonomous identity. Relationship is a central 

aspect of the Authentic Movement training, with movers and witnesses both 

reflecting on the personal material that arises out of this meeting. Similarly in the 

Maya Lila performances, the interaction of the audience and performers informs 

the co-creative aspect of the work.

Jacques Derrida’s discussion of autobiography can be applied to Maya 

Lila in order to understand the dialogic autobiography emerging in the 

performances. Derrida describes the process of creating and interpreting 

autobiography between author and reader as “otobiography”. Replacing “auto” 

with “oto” (meaning “in relation to the ear”), Derrida uses the perception of the ear 

to understand how reception and interpretation of autobiography is a relational 

process with no “original” text. Rather than the author creating and the reader 

receiving the autobiography, the reader is central in perceiving and creating the 

autobiography. The written autobiography is then not shut off from the process of 

meaning making as autobiographical writing is separated from the author and 

used by an unknown addressee. Derrida comments that “the signature becomes 

effective ... when ears will have managed to receive the message. In some way, 

the signature will take place on the addressee’s side.”^^  ̂ Although not working 

through written language but rather bodily inscription, Davis explores this idea of 

the “addressee” as central in her work. There are differences between the media 

of dance and written text, for example, the idea that a text is separated from the 

author becomes more complex when talking about movement. At the same time,

I argue that “otobiography” is a useful way of examining Davis’ play with 

autobiography, particularly in her attempt to integrate movement with language 

and to interrogate the relational process involved in producing autobiography.

Derrida, “Roundtable on Autobiography”, in The Ear of the Other, 50.
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Derrida’s work is often concerned with speech and writing, attempting to 

overturn the binary oppositions that subjugate writing as derivative of speech, 

with the assumption that speech is closer to thought and consciousness. In 

Derrida’s work, both speech and writing are uncovered as supplements to 

thought, adding to and eventually displacing the idea of an “original”. In 

discussing “otobiography”, Derrida accounts for both spoken and written 

language as supplements for consciousness, and iterative in how they can be 

repeated, re-enacted although they are never the same. Written autobiography, 

then, does not just create the autonomous self but emerges from a dialogue with 

an unknown addressee. Through his arguments, Derrida breaks down the 

hierarchies of binary oppositions that privilege speech over language as a form of 

direct access to thought and communication with the listener. As indicated in the 

last chapter, Davis challenges the Cartesian dualism of body and mind, along 

with the idea that the body is more “authentic” than language. In Maya Lila, 

language and movement are forms of inscription that arise out of impulses which 

can never be accessed, replacing the idea of an original. In applying Derrida’s 

“otobiography” to dance, I attempt to draw on Derrida’s challenge to binary 

oppositions where terms are defined as separate and oppositional. In movement, 

there is constant trace of language and vice versa, as both are linked in what I 

have discussed as the “Mobius strip” . For example, in the last chapter I discuss 

how body-language can be understood as a continuum in Maya Lila through the 

use of language in stimulating movement, speech and writing -  through the use 

of written signs in the Willow and Mirror tunnel and as stimuli for action in 

workshops, the use of Weir’s percept language in responding to movement, and 

the written/spoken dedications at the performances.

Derrida’ acknowledges the body-language connection in referring to the 

“written corpus”. T h e  listening ear, speaking mouth and the body of writing are 

emphasised in his work on the otobiographical cycle. Derrida also asserts that he 

understands writing as multi-modal when he notes that:

And thus we say ‘writing’ for all that gives rise to inscription in general, 
whether it is literal or not and even if what it distributes in space is alien to 
the order of the voice: cinematography, choreography, of course, but also

Ibid., 36.
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pictorial, musical, sculptural ‘writing’ ... All this to describe not only the 
system of notation secondarily connected with these activities but the 
essence and the content of these activities themselves. It is also in this 
sense that the contemporary biologist speaks of writing and pro-gram in 
relatjojn to the most elementary processes of information within the living

The bodily inscription in Maya Lila creates autobiographical material through the 

soma in a process of reception, processing and response. In somatic practice, 

the movement-writer is waiting for and watching impulses, allowing this to 

transform into expression in space. This feeds back further information to the 

body-mind that allows the movement to develop to its fullest form. However, this 

is not a direct evocation of the impulse in space but a response which is 

channelled through different media of movement, sound, story, stillness, or 

interaction. In Derrida’s reflections on speech and language he argues for this 

idea of displacement which defies the understanding that one comes directly from 

consciousness, but rather comes into form through a host of proxies which 

displace the idea of an original. In the last chapter I note Derrida’s understanding 

of the Freudian attention to the unconscious as a form of tracking proxies, linking 

with Davis’ attention to bringing unconscious material into a conscious form 

through the body, replacing the impulse with inscription in space. This is also one 

of the effects of my writing about Maya Lila, where my otobiography informs the 

reading of the performances and which are recorded in this text. These replace 

the “original” performances, and in turn can be re-read by the addressee.

In addition, in somatic practice it is impossible to conceive of experience 

as only personally belonging to me, but rather it is appears through a set of 

relations produced in me and the context that surrounds me. This sense of 

relationship as a way of developing meaning is central to Derrida’s concerns in 

his writing on otobiography, which is a circuit of perception that crosses inside, 

outside, writer and reader. In fact, it is the reader who is invited to interpret, 

suggesting that “it is the ear of the other that signs...It is rather paradoxical to 

think of an autobiography whose signature is entrusted to the other, one who 

comes so late and is so u n k n o w n . I n  the Maya Lila training, this possibility is 

encouraged in the witness audience -  to watch what is taking place and one’s

Derrida, Of Grammatology, 9.
Ibid.. 51.
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own relationship with it, rather than trying to understand the mover’s personal 

narrative or motivations for movement. In the Maya Lila performances, the 

perceptions of events alter our understanding of them, like the description I 

offered earlier of audience members and Joan Davis who 1 perceived/created as 

passengers on a train. In the amphitheatre, the performers also attempt to open 

up space for alternative readings through leaving gaps in the performances. For 

example, while personal somatic responses may have stimulated the box piece, 

the audience is invited to read the “otobiographical” as a dialogue.

At the same time, because the role of the audience in Maya Lila is blurred 

at times, the terms of “reader” and “writer” cannot always be used in the same 

way as Derrida does in relation to a text. The level of audience interaction is 

developed through the Willow and Mirror tunnel so that each audience member Is 

also reading/witnessing their own movements in the space. As a host and 

participant in Maya Lila, my experience of “reading” can be identified in my 

perceptions of the “writing” of the performers, but also in tracking my own “bodily 

writing” in my movement as a witness. An example of my experience of the co- 

created autobiographical material which I read as both mover and witness (or 

whter and reader) could be drawn from an Authentic Movement workshop where 

Davis introduced the idea of the “collective”. With this notion in mind, we formed 

the usual Authentic Movement circle and were invited to focus attention on the 

group field. With my eyes closed, I started to notice sounds surrounding me, such 

as the sound of whistling along with a groaning noise. These sounds were in fact 

coming from the other workshop participants who had obviously started to play 

with the collective aspect of sound-making. Listening to the sounds, I imagined I 

was in the woods, with the wind blowing and old oak trees creaking around me. I 

began moving slowly through the space with weight and gravity dragging my 

body downwards. I found another mover and held on to her as a support for my 

movement, following her as she progressed through the space. I was stopped 

suddenly by what I imagined to be the roots of a tree, although I also knew that 

this was the body of another mover. I was stuck fast and my grip on the first 

mover slowly loosened as she continued to move forward. At the last moment I

Poet Brendan Kennelly commented on an article I sent him on Maya Lila: “ It gives fresh 
meaning to The walls have ears’”, personal communication.
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let her go and I was surprised that I felt okay even though I felt a sense of loss. In 

this example, the collective field had an impact on my perceptions and 

imaginings, creating a fantasy world that came from my relationship with the 

surrounding environment. In addition, the movement process was one of 

dialogue. I followed my impulses and another mover’s body stopped my progress 

and transformed my experience of the woods into a reflection on my ability to let 

go. The autobiographical story evoked here comes from the otobiography 

between the other participants, the space and my interactions. Of course, an 

external witness could have another interpretation of the events. However, the 

writer and reader could not so easily be separated from each other or the “text”, 

because the material was produced by my body. At the same time, the 

movement material also becomes an inscription in space, separate from me once 

it is externalised.

In Maya Lila, bodily writing emerges from a complex negotiation of past 

influences and present interactions -  indicating that the “present” relies on 

absences to exist. Each performer and audience member in Maya Lila is part of a 

social, cultural, artistic background from which they have learned to adopt and 

adapt behaviours. The Maya Lila performance comes from this experience, which 

is not only personal but relational, so that the performers have in some senses 

received their current movement response. While somatic practice opens up 

other possibilities, the range of movement comes out of learned and re-learned 

patterns. Surprising movement can appear within the incubation space of the 

Authentic Movement circle, as the varying ingredients provide an opportunity for 

different elements to collide. At the same time, this can only be facilitated in 

building layers of awareness. For example, new movements can be provoked by 

somatic education in areas such as exploring the range of movements that come 

from the nervous system or muscles. So the habituated norms of the body along 

with new possibilities from developed movement awareness often appear in the 

work. This in turn is taken in by the audience, who bring their own backgrounds to 

bear on what they read -  thus they are negotiating the relationship between an 

absent past to signify what is present. This can be seen, for example, when I 

identify elements of Body Mind Centering in the performers’ movements. Not only
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can I see the locomotive force of such as yield and push, but I start to recall my 

own experience of the movement in watching the performances.

While Maya Lila uses autobiographical material, it can be understood to be 

a complex network of receiving and partial completion of the sign that is also 

continuous. Derrida notes that reading any text becomes an act of translation as 

he comments that “this is precisely the paradox of the proper name or the 

signature; it’s always the same thing, but each time it’s d i f f e r e n t . A  

performance may appear to be the same, but it changes depending on the 

various performance conditions, even regarding the elements that can stay the 

same. For example, a play text may stay the same but the performance will be 

slightly (or vastly) different each night. In addition, a performance can always be 

re-read, by the same person or different people, in different times and contexts, 

and uproot new interpretations. This is extended in Maya Lila, where the objects, 

setting, and structure may stay the same, but each performance is improvised 

and so is different. Concurrently, the audience and performers could be said to 

be co-creating the performance so that multiple translations take place in creating 

the performance -  the performers reading the audience, the audience reading the 

performers and the group witnessing their own interactions. An important part of 

somatic practice is tuning into the body as a tool for listening to changes in the 

environment. In Maya Lila, Davis hopes the performers and audience can start to 

build a relationship from this listening where co-creative exchange can happen. 

Extending the notion of Derrida’s otobiography, I am suggesting that each 

participant is both a writer and reader in Maya Lila, creates an inscription that can 

be read by another at the same time as reading what is occurring in the 

performance space. This can be seen, for example, in my perceptions of what is 

happening as I wander in the Willow and Mirror tunnel with my camera, although 

my movement can be read by those surrounding me as they move through 

space.

As with “percept language”, the witness cannot know the experience of 

another, but can respond from the subjective expenence of the other. Of course, 

the possibility of the witness fully knowing his/her own experience can also be

Derrida, “Roundtable on Autobiography", 84-85.
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questioned and this is mainly grounded in tracking physical sensations, thoughts, 

postures and so on. This subjective knowing is by proxy of substitutes which do 

not suggest there is one “truth” of experience but many possibilities for choosing 

sensations, words etc. I recall attending a Maya Lila performance in 2006 where I 

felt very tired, both working on my thesis and a show in the Dublin Fringe Festival 

at the same time as attending the Maya Lila performance season. In the 

amphitheatre space on this particular day, very little movement happened and the 

dancers were quite still. I remember one moment where a dancer tried to push a 

stick into the ground and it kept falling over. I felt a slight discomfort that the 

dancers were not “performing” or trying to entertain the audience. I understood 

the risk involved in committing to somatic impulses with the possibility that the 

impulse might be to stay still, and the fact that the material was unrehearsed 

might mean that it could appear imperfect. At the same time, I felt a great sense 

of relief that permission was given to not perform and to be imperfect because of 

my own striving for fitting everything in “perfectly” into my life. I started to notice 

the surrounding landscape and a flock of birds flying overhead. I made the 

connection between my own autobiographical experience and the performance 

event so that it became co-creative in that sense. In addition, at each 

performance, the dancers try to tune into the changing performance environment 

and respond from that point of sensory and reflective engagement, tracking 

subjective responses which come from relational interactions. In this sense of co

creation, perhaps the performers read the audience at the same time as the 

audience read the performers.

While all texts hold some possibilities for reading, others encourage the 

reader to be an active participant through the use of language. As mentioned in 

the last chapter, Barthes suggests that there are some texts that are more open 

than others, dividing them into “readerly” and “writerly” texts. According to 

Barthes, the latter offers plurality of meaning, where the reader becomes the 

producer of the text. On the “writerly” text, he states that “this text is a galaxy of 

signifiers, not a structure of signifieds ... we gain access to it by several 

entrances, none of which can be authoritatively declared to be the main one.” ®̂̂  

In Maya Lila, there are multiples of signifiers and no set narrative or meaning. A

Barthes, S/Z, 5-6.
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“galaxy of signifiers” Is offered in the journey through the gardens and the 

amphitheatre performance. Maya Lila provides “several entrances” to the 

performances through the shifting roles of audience, performers and hosts as 

they interact with each other and the environment. In particular, each audience 

member finds a different route within the Willow and Mirror tunnel, so that 

participants have diverse experiences. In addition, the introduction of a somatic 

awareness, the selection of objects by the audience, the improvised and abstract 

format of the performance, and the various strategies for feedback are used to 

invite the audience to construct their own meanings for the event.

In Maya Lila, the performance is ordered in a number of ways, and so 

could be regarded as altering the audience’s perception of the work. The use of 

particular objects, dancers and the attendance of particular audiences, means 

that Davis could be encouraging or restricting certain responses. It may be the 

case that only certain responses could start to emerge for performers and 

audience members within this structure. At the same time, the structure both 

contains and also exposes the edges/limits of the performance. This frame, such 

as guiding the audience from the Gorse Hill centre and back, marks out the 

boundaries within which experiences will occur as well as suggesting that these 

limits are superficial and could be opened out. Maya Lila presents multiple 

signifiers that could suggest certain meanings, but the possible meanings are 

never limited. For example, Davis held an open day for feedback when the Willow 

and Mirror tunnel was first completed. I remember my experience of entering the 

tunnel and taking an overview, searching out the different areas -  musical 

instruments, fruit, bones, thick weaving threads, mirrors, and boxes. On that 

particular day, I was drawn to play with the instruments. I picked up a table tennis 

bat and started to beat out a rhythm onto the waven pipes, with the different 

levels and widths of the pipes creating different pitches. I created a melody and 

became completely absorbed in the sounds, wondering at times if I was 

disturbing anyone, but continuing anyway. Eventually a bell rang to indicate the 

end of the exploratory session. The group returned out through the tunnel, up the 

garden and back to the centre where we were invited to discuss and write down 

our responses. I remember feeling invigorated after the experience and eager to 

talk. Another participant stated she didn’t want to talk about her experience
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because she felt it was an intellectualisation of the experience. However, in Maya 

Lila, the aim is to integrate body and mind, where mind is understood not only in 

the rational sense of the term, but also as the reflective capacity of the witness 

audience to bring conscious awareness to what has occurred. Davis’ intention is 

to provide opportunities for developing a vocabulary for articulating the 

experience, thus crossing the body-mind and body-language divides. As a result, 

she has documented the process of the Maya Lila research in her books, and 

many of the dancers are involved in research and writing on d a n c e . D a v i s ’ 

work, and that of her fellow performers in Maya Lila, involves an in-depth 

examination of and reflection on the relationship between body and mind, along 

with an investigation into the articulation of the creative process through 

language. However, careful consideration does not even guarantee that the 

author’s intentions are received by an audience. In this case, the use of language 

was seen by the participant as an “intellectualisation” applied to the performance, 

rather than an articulation and extension of the process itself. However, each 

participant brings his or her own background to bear on his or her interpretation 

of the performance and the events surrounding it. Perhaps in this case, the 

audience member was attempting to refute the dominance of rational and 

language-based activities; although such a position reinstates the body-mind 

divide which Davis’ work challenges. Inevitably, however, each participant in 

Maya Lila receives and interprets in various ways depending on their reception 

and creation of the performances as part of an otobiographical cycle.

Derrida’s discussion of otobiography uses the biology of the ear as a 

means of understanding how we read texts. As noted in the last chapter, 

according to Lacan, the eye also translates what it sees through the process of 

the “mirror stage”, where the infant adopts a coherent self-image.^®^ Further, 

Laura Mulvey discusses the translation of information taken in by the eyes in the 

processes of scopophilia and narcissism. She states that “the first, scopophilic, 

arises from pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation

Penny Collinson has completed an M.A. thesis on Authentic Movement in performance; Mary 
Nunan is currently a Ph.D. candidate and course director of the M.A. in Contemporary Dance at 
the University of Limerick; Simon Whitehead has written about his walking performances in the 
book Walking to Work\ Jenny Roche has completed doctoral research on dance.

See Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in 
Psychoanalytic Experience", in Ecrits: a Selection, 1-7.
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through sight. The second, developed through narcissism and the constitution of 

the ego, comes from identification with the image seen.” ®̂® This reflects the ideas 

of object relations, whereby the viewer sees the other as a subjective object 

either by identifying with or separating from the object. Mulvey’s writing indicates 

that the eye, like the ear, takes in sensory information and interprets it. The eyes 

are involved in an “otobiographical” cycle, using visual material to create meaning 

that makes sense out of the subject’s place in relationship with the environment. 

The field of neuro-aesthetics spans both artistic and scientific fields, and exposes 

the fact that on a basic level all interaction with the world is creative, for example, 

colour does not exist in the world but is in fact created by a part of the brain that 

organises the material received by the eye.^®  ̂ In Maya Lila, each of the senses 

brings up “otobiographical” responses -  touch, taste, smell, sound, sight and the 

sense of movement in space, proprioception.

In Derrida’s “otobiography”, the ear is used to demonstrate how human 

perception involves processes of reception, translation, creation and production. 

Similarly, Davis has integrated the “otobiographical” qualities of the human 

sensory system into her performances, encapsulated in the Willow and Mirror 

tunnel. The tunnel replicates this labyrinthine quality of the ear, where sensory 

and movement inscriptions can be perceived and thus created by the surrounding 

participants, linking body and mind in the process of creation and reception.^®® 

The labyrinth is often a symbol for the unconscious, and the tunnel brings the 

participants into the underworld of impulses, guided by the shape-shifting 

psychopomp or guide.^®® At the same time, the tunnel could represent the 

assimilation involved in the auditory and indeed the digestive system. While 

shaking up normative perceptions, Maya Lila invites the audience to process and 

respond to the “galaxy of signifiers” within the performance field. Although the 

unconscious is evoked, it is the process of reflective awareness that is of central 

importance, whereby the participant can receive but also digest and interpret 

what has happened.

Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, in Visual and Other Pleasures, 18.
Information from “Creativity and the Brain”, a talk by Professor Semir Zeki, Chair of Neuro- 

Aesthetics, University of London, March 12, 2009.
See also Smith’s section “Labyrinth” in Derrida and Autobiography.
See page 87 and 140 for an explanation of the psychopomp.
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The Uses and Ethics of Somatics in the Maya Lila Performances
There are risks attached to working with therapeutic movement forms in 

performance and bringing private material into a public context. In the safe space 

of the training sessions, participants are provided with a private realm for 

exploring the process. At the same time, ethical issues often come up when 

exploring personal material in a group process. At an Authentic Movement 

workshop, I recall witnessing a mover with her back turned to me as reaching for 

another mover’s foot. I was reminded of a child playing and noticed a smile on my 

face. I then caught a glimpse of the mover’s face and was surprised to see that 

she looked as though she might cry. I remember the sense of fear I felt in 

realising that I might not be witnessing her experience correctly. In my notebook,

I comment “my experience will not always be congruent with that of the mover 

and I feel unsafe -  what happens in a situation where the mover feels I haven’t 

seen them or abandoned them?”^^° I was dealing directly with other peoples’ 

emotions in the role of witness, reminding me that Authentic Movement could be 

both playful and entirely serious. This is extended in the performance process 

where dynamic personal relationships can arise from the material. The ethical 

issues arising from the practice take up a chapter in Davis’ book on the process 

of making Maya Lila. Entitled “group process”, the chapter highlights a moment in 

one performance which brought up complex group dynamics and personal 

responses among the dancers, which I describe more fully later. There are many 

implications in dealing with the autobiographical and collective experiences from 

somatic practices in a public space, and how this impacts both performers and 

audience members.

The ethical issue of integrating therapeutic movement with performance 

practice is questioned by performer Paula Sager, who uses Authentic Movement 

as a source for material. She comments that “while practicing AM [Authentic 

Movement] I feel a very intimate relationship with my body and consciousness 

content. Intimacies in public are both intriguing and offensive. Pushing further, 

where is the line of discretion in context and does it impair the form to exercise

270 From author’s workshop notebook.
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discretion in performance?”^̂  ̂ The fascination with seeing the private lives of 

others, which can be seen in the ratings of reality television shows, is combined 

with the discomfort of seeing such material, particularly with the close proximity of 

performers and audience in Maya Lila. Drawing from this meeting of public and 

private, Maya Lila also raises questions about what elements are acceptable in 

performance. Dancer Maggie Harvey discusses her exploration of personal 

material in Maya Lila, as she comments on the need “to make it safe for the 

performers in a way that doesn’t expose them totally, to know in myself how far I 

can go ... I think it is uncomfortable if It is too raw as well for an audience and yet 

it would be amazing to see someone holding their own in that r a w n e s s . A g a i n ,  

the paradox of following somatic impulses along with the process of crafting 

these for viewing by the public comes up, offering a perspective on the 

compositional choices made in the Maya Lila performances. The use of somatic 

practices in creating the Maya Lila performances brings up ethical questions even 

when the autobiography is collective as much as it is personal.

However, Davis proposes that the therapeutic aspects of the somatic 

approach can actually facilitate the creative work. She states that “while the 

process is not therapy, difficult personal material inevitably arises from people’s 

experience in the explorations, so the processing is designed to offer a 

therapeutic container to support the creative process. This is a way in which I 

believe art and therapy can serve each other.”^̂  ̂ Here, Davis echoes the term 

“container” also used by Harvey above, developed in the work of British 

psychoanalyst Wilfred Ruprecht Bion. Bion, who was influenced by the work of 

object relations theorist Melanie Klein, described the container as the phmary 

relationship of care and receptiveness offered by the mother, which is re-created 

in the therapeutic encounter.^^"* The container relates to Winnicott’s idea of 

“holding”, which originates in the mother’s careful physical attention to the baby 

and extends into the psychological aspects of “containment” ;

Cottam and Sager, “Following the Arc: An Ongoing Dialogue about Performance and Authentic 
Movement”, Contact Quarterly, Summer/Fall (2002): 42.

Harvey, in discussion with the author, September 2009.
Davis, 2007a, 84.
See Chessick, A Dictionary for Psychotherapists: Dynamic Concepts in Psychotherapy, 330- 

331.
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It includes the management of experiences that are Inherent in existence, 
such as the completion (and therefore non-completion) of processes, 
processes which from the outside may seem to be purely physiological but 
which belong to infant psychology and take place in a complex 
psychological field, determined by the awareness and the empathy of the 
mother.

In training sessions, Davis facilitates this “holding”, both In terms of basic needs 

such as food, heat and rest, along with psychological support such as listening 

and offering tools for dealing with difficult material. In order to ensure the safety of 

performers and audience alike, the concept of the “container” is also integrated 

into the Maya Lila performances. The structure of the event acts as a container 

for the content that arises during each performance. Rituals in many theatre 

events, such as the separation of audience from performers, provide a form of 

containment in more traditional performances. In Maya Lila, the Authentic 

Movement form used in the amphitheatre space provides a container for the 

personal and collective material arising in the performance. In addition, the 

container is apparent in the structure around audience activity, in the integration 

of everyday activities and conversations at the start and end of the performances 

and in the architectural structures such as the Willow and Mirror tunnel and the 

amphitheatre space. Finally, the presence of the hosts and meta-witness offer a 

type of psychological holding for the audience and performers, providing 

guidance and feedback. It is within this container that dynamic somatic impulses 

and object relations can appear and be witnessed by an audience.

Another skill Davis uses from therapeutic training is that of “processing”, 

which offers a form of containment and also develops each participant’s ability to 

reflect on what has happened in the training or performance. Processing can be 

described as “a movement, development or continuation; to effect or move 

towards finality...As a verb, process (as in ‘I need to process this experience’) 

refers to a need for time to digest and a s s i m i l a t e . A l l  of these meanings can 

be applied to processing in Maya Lila, in which the participants are offered 

opportunities to develop temporary conclusions about the somatic experience. In 

the therapeutic form of Authentic Movement, the mover has time to write or make 

art work, then to process the material verbally with the witness. Likewise, at the

Winnicott, 1972, 44.
Feltham and Dryden, Dictionary of Counselling, 142.
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Maya Lila training workshops, time and space are set aside for the participants to 

process what has occurred as a means of dealing with issues that have arisen for 

an individual or in the group. At an Authentic Movement workshop with Davis, I 

recall pursuing my own somatic impulses which were unintentionally destructive. I 

remember having a strong impulse to swing my leg fonward and back vigorously.

I found another mover standing beside me and I held on to them to keep my 

balance. As my foot swung forward, I felt the impact of my foot against another 

person’s body and realised that I kicked someone. My body collapsed onto the 

standing mover and my hand went out and touched the head of the person I 

kicked. After the movement session, I felt a terrible guilt at having physically hurt 

another person and for breaking the rules. In Authentic Movement, although you 

work with your eyes closed, you are advised to open them slightly if you are 

moving in a vigorous way. However, in processing the movement, I reflected on 

my habit of taking on guilt, my fear of breaking rules and also my embarrassment 

at showing my will to take up physical space. I also received witnessing that 

others in the group could relate to the process of what had happened to me, 

particularly in my guilt represented through the collapsing action at the end. 

However, if this processing had not taken place and my personal feelings had not 

been reflected on, the unresolved event might have had an impact on my 

relationships in the group. Processing is a skill that can be useful in a 

performance situation in working with personal material, or dealing with group 

dynamics in rehearsal and performance.

The method of processing the Maya Lila performances has gone through 

some changes and experimentation over time.^^^ During the Maya Lila research 

period, the movers have experimented with written and spoken responses from 

each other and the audience. In writing, the group tried to encapsulate the 

essence of the experience rather than recording everything. However, they also 

wanted to find a way to express the immediacy of the experience, and Davis 

notes that “It is about how that is brought into words that makes it not a 

discussion exclusive to ourselves about the event but more a reliving of it in the 

present tense and in the first person that can be shared and responded to by the

See Davis, 2007a, 96, 189-190.
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Witness A u d i e n c e . H o w e v e r ,  directly after the performance, the offerers are 

still quite vulnerable, meaning that waiting to talk about the performance until 

later can offer some distance from the material. In 2005, for example, the 

performers and audience were free to speak immediately after the performance 

while still in the amphitheatre, which some performers found difficult. In 2009, the 

audience were asked to make a “dedication” by writing, reflecting on how they 

might bring what they saw from the performance with them into their lives. At the 

same time as inviting the audience to apply what they have seen in the 

performances to their own lives, this allows the performers some time to process 

their own experiences before choosing whether to read what the audience has 

written. The material is also processed in some senses within the performance as 

stories emerge, develop and transform within the event.

Davis believes that personal process and art-making cannot be separated, 

as she states that “your personal journey is your performance”^̂ ,̂ relating to 

Winnicott’s idea that cultural activity emerges from object relations. The rejection 

of binary divisions is a recurring theme throughout Davis’ work. I have already 

referred to the body-mind, body-language, and audience-performer relationships 

in Maya Lila. Indeed, Davis also includes many art forms in her work, rather than 

separating them out into different disciplines. In her use of somatic material in 

performance, we can also see her interest in disintegrating the divide between life 

and art. Murray and Keefe comment that;

Many examples of contemporary physical theatres distance themselves 
from the ‘acting as representation of character’ model, and instead strive 
for an experience of the real through task, action and refusal of 
illusion...Alternatively -  and sometimes contiguously -  rejection of ‘truthful’ 
character acting is replaced both by heightened physical theatricality or 
pleasure in the self-conscious play of extreme exaggeration.

Irish physical theatre companies such as The Corn Exchange Theatre Company

and Fabulous Beast Dance Theatre exemplify the use of heightened characters

and gestures. The trickster or psychopomp figure in Maya Lila is developing in

this direction. However, Davis more often opts for the former, where the “real”

person performs an action that has a personal motivation or impulse, rather than

Ibid., 189.
279 Davis, in discussion with the author, August 2007.

IVIurray and Keefe, Physical Theatres: A Critical Introduction, 20-21.
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an action or emotion belonging to a character. Davis also explores the idea of 

“illusion” in her work, positing the “real” as equally illusory. At the same time, she 

follows her interest as a creative artist in the material of the “real” person, rather 

than placing a pre-planned choreography between the performer and the 

audience.

However, questions about the ethics of placing personal material in a 

performance context are still pertinent. Reality television programmes and chat 

shows are often criticised because they commodify personal stories for 

consumption by the public. While Davis attempts to devise the Maya Lila 

performances in ethical ways through a democratic process, issues arise 

surrounding the performance of personal material for financial gain. In 1999, 

before the Maya Lila project started, Davis presented a number of performances 

on a beach near Gorse Hill, charging £10 per person for a performance and a 

meal. She comments that “some people argued that this was not performance 

and there should have been no charge. Was this art or healing, they asked?” ®̂̂ 

Davis currently does not charge for the Maya Lila performances because of the 

audience reaction against this financial exchange when using personal material. 

In addition, the framing of the event as “co-creative” means that the performers 

cannot be credited with producing the performance without the audience, so the 

introduction of a payment would a problem. Davis notes: “I feel that there is an 

equal exchange between performer and audience member in terms of creating 

the performance, therefore, who should pay whom?” ®̂̂  Although Davis frames 

the Maya Lila performances as artistic, skilled and professional, she 

acknowledges the complexity of introducing a financial transaction when using 

somatic approaches into a performance context. At the same time, Maya Lila is 

funded by the Arts Council of Ireland and the performers are paid for their input. 

The performers therefore have to discern what they are willing to share, 

considenng that they are being paid to perform somatic material.

Davis encourages the performers to choose what matenal to use, in 

relationship with the particular audience present. She states that “it is the 

dancer’s responsibility to hold her own boundaries about what she presents. A

Davis, 2007a, 28.
Davis, personal correspondence with the author, April 19, 2010.
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rule of thumb is not to do something if the dancer really feels unsafe about it. The 

relationship, attitude to and discernment of our own material and what we choose 

to show are c r u c i a l . H a v i n g  watched video footage of some of the 

preparations, I recognise that the performers exercise choice about what to 

present in the performance context. However, as noted earlier, the performance 

in Maya Lila is a co-creative process. Davis considers that this discernment about 

material is made by the performers as part of the relationship with the audience, 

as she attributes the limits of the performance to the capacity of the witness 

audience. She states: “ I realized that the depth to which the movement could go 

was related to the Witness Audience. It was impossible to be independent of the 

total field present.” ®̂"* Davis suggests that both performers and audience are 

implicated in the decisions made within the Maya Lila performances. For 

example, the participation of the audience offers a means to gauge the comfort 

levels of the group with witnessing somatic material. However, these choices 

emerge spontaneously in the performance, and as a result difficulty can emerge 

after, rather than at the time of, a performance. Dancer Jenny Roche comments 

on her experience over the period of two years;

The first year ... I remember very strongly my solo and I remember this 
thing of burrowing my feet into the ground. I remember one of the 
people...verbally really connected to what I experienced so I was really 
blown away by that, that was really a great experience. The second year I 
think it was a bigger group and it was a little bit less contained and it felt a 
little bit more open. I can remember somebody saying something about
“all this meaningless movement”, and I felt “Oh God”. But actually they
were just saying what was going on for them at the time, but for me it was 
little bit more out there than the first year, the first year was much more 
protected.

Roche notes her discomfort with the responses from an audience member after 

the performance, and this is echoed by dancer Nicola Curry: “I remember one

guy saying something and it was just so removed from what I had experienced

that I just couldn’t understand what he was saying.” ®̂® At the same time, Roche 

asserts that the experience of the audience is separate from that of the 

performer, which reflects the witnessing practice. Since the period when Roche

Davis, 2007a, 82.
Ibid., 49.
Roche, in discussion with the author, August 2008. 
Curry, in discussion with the author, July 2008.
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and Curry have performed in Maya Lila, Davis has changed the response 

process after the performances. She now facilitates the audience to engage in a 

self-reflexive way through the Willow and Mirror tunnel and the hosting of the 

event. Indeed, audience members do not give direct feedback to the performers, 

but rather write a “dedication” as described earlier.

Another criticism levelled at some autobiographical performances is that 

the personal content of the work means that it can become taboo to challenge or 

critique the work. For example, dance critic Arlene Croce refused to attend Bill T. 

Jones’ dance performance Still/Here based on personal accounts of illness such 

as HIV and AIDS, because she deemed it “undiscussable” and “victim art” .̂ ®̂  

Performance based on personal stories can be difficult to critique due to the fact 

that it appeals to the audience on a personal rather than artistic level. At the 

same time, Davis’ work comes from collectively created “otobiographical” material 

and cannot simply be described as personal. However, there are still no reviews 

of the Maya Lila performances to date, despite the fact that arts critics have been 

invited to the performances. I suggest that this is because the work is not easily 

defined as a “performance”. Perhaps critics feel uncomfortable in attending and 

writing about work that crosses public and private, relating to Croce’s notion of 

the “undiscussable” in autobiographical performance. In my view, the personal 

and emotional value of autobiographical performances does not exclude them 

from debate about the work. It might also be possible that critics need to acquire 

a vocabulary to discuss performances that deal with the personal in a public 

context, and to value work that moves away from acceptable norms of art- 

making. In addition, the fact that Davis works away from the main performance 

venues means that critics might not be motivated to make the journey to see the 

work. This may begin to change, with the move into more public arts venues. At 

the same time, it may be that reviews are not an appropriate way to discuss 

Maya Lila, as non-judgemental witnessing is such a key aspect of the work.

In some forms of autobiographical performance, members of the public 

can be implicated in the work without their prior consent. As Linda Park-Fuller 

says, “If I take on the task of performing my story, I cannot escape representing

See Croce, "Discussing the Undiscussable", The New Yorker, December 26, 1994, 54-60.
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others who share my situation.” ®̂® By representing a group or context, the 

performer might also make specific reference to others such as family members, 

as Heddon notes in relation to Spalding Gray’s performances.^®® This implication 

of others in autobiographical narratives can have an impact on those represented 

through the author’s eye. In Maya Lila, because of its abstracted form, the 

performer is not explicitly telling personal stories, so it can evade some of these 

issues of personal narrative in performance. In a sense, the same issues do not 

arise in Maya Lila as the audience and performers can represent themselves 

through interacting with the performance at a level they choose. The audience 

are invited to represent themselves in the sense that they can wander, sing, and 

move with the performers in the garden. At the same time, the amphitheatre 

space is constructed in such a way that the audience are at the peripheries rather 

than the centre of attention. Despite the fact that Davis attempts to include the 

audience in many ways, they are not invited to perform in the amphitheatre as 

Davis identifies the ethical risks involved in placing the audience under “high 

focus”. In 2002, she invited the audience to move with the performers, noting that 

“it [also] left some of the ‘non-moving’ Witnesses feeling exposed as they had a 

sense of identification with other Witnesses who chose to move in the circle. 

Davis reflects here that the seated audience identified with the movers who did 

not have dance experience and perhaps felt exposed by their inabilities. The 

seated audience could also have felt judged by their choice not to participate in 

the dance. This is a very basic level of how the inclusion of the audience in the 

performance can be exposing, even without the introduction of difficult personal 

material.

Audience responses are diverse within this co-creative field and one can 

question how far Davis can push this idea of co-creativity when audience 

members might not always experience a sense of participating in the work. In 

fact, audience members may be uncomfortable with the material that emerges 

and experience a sense of alienation at times. One example of this is what I call 

the “cat and chicken piece”. At this particular performance, Davis had brought a 

pre-packed chicken from the supermarket and left it in the gardens to possibly be

288 Park-Fuller, “Performing Absence: The Staged Personal Narrative as Testimony”, 31.
Heddon, 135.
Davis, 2007a, 39.
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used in the performance. This was unwrapped by one of the dancers and placed 

in the amphitheatre. Unexpectedly, Davis’s cat was circling around the edge of 

the amphitheatre, and there was palpable tension in the audience. While I do not 

know what this evoked for other audience members, the image of the cat and the 

raw chicken brought up connotations of ritual sacrifice for me. In the end, two 

audience members left and the chicken was later removed from the space by one 

of the movers. Davis included everyday objects in the performances in order to 

provide a bridge for the audience, but in this case, the use of a raw chicken from 

a supermarket appeared to create a distance for some members of the audience. 

This is contrary to Davis’ goal of including the audience in the work and 

developing a co-creative, interactive atmosphere. At the start of the Maya Lila 

project, the audience were often people who were familiar with Davis’ work. This 

was the first time that two people attended the offering from the newspaper 

advertisement alone, and these two spectators left. This highlighted for Davis the 

need to develop a way of bringing the audience through an experience in the 

garden so that they are open to taking in the performance experience. Davis has 

tried to request that audience members attend more than one offering if possible. 

This means that most of the audience have some idea what to expect, and many 

of the audience return every year. However, newcomers might only attend one 

performance, and Davis struggles with this as one Maya Lila offering can be so 

vastly different from the next. She says:

After a very difficult offering where everything felt like it fell apart, the 
feedback from several people was one of disconnection. I always feel a 
sense of failure when I hear this and it makes me go back and try and 
work out what went 'wrong'. However, I now begin to see that this is just a 
dynamic that sometimes happens in this work. It is simply the other side of 
the manifestation of intentions towards inclusivity, unity, holism, oneness, 
non-violence, mindfulness and organicity. We ourselves are inevitably 
going to display those polarizations and the Witness Audience is inevitably 
going to experience them too.^®^

While Davis hopes to create a sense of community, which I discuss in the 

following chapter, she recognises here that co-creation must also include the 

opposite of this as part of including diverse responses. Of course, this is part of 

the group dynamics inevitable in object relationships, where the individual invests

ibid., 158.
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other people and the surrounding environment with projections and 

interpretations.

Within the core group of performers, issues around group dynamics also 

arise. Davis describes her response to a performer at a Maya Lila performance in 

2005: “I had a disturbing experience that reminded me of bullying ... Essentially, 

my perception was of somebody coming with very strong impulses and energy 

and not reading the signs from the other Mover that she did not want to engage 

with this energy.”^̂  ̂ The difficulty in using autobiographical material and 

therapeutic movement in performance is highlighted in this instance, in which 

personal material and arts practice cannot be easily separated out. The 

therapeutic background of the work emerges strongly in this example, where the 

process of “object relations” comes into play. The relationship between movers 

and witnesses reflects the projective identifications of each individual involved. 

While group dynamics may emerge in any performance situation, Maya Lila risks 

the public display of disturbing material because the work is founded on 

therapeutic movement forms that are improvised before an audience. Indeed, the 

fact that it was Davis who spoke about her perception of bullying brought up 

further issues around her role as leader. She asks: “Do I have the right to give 

that kind of witnessing from my position as leader and director of the overall 

project?”^̂  ̂While many of the dancers saw Davis in the role of leader, she had 

hoped that she could work with the group as peers. However, the performers are 

in a vulnerable position when somatic impulses are explored in such a public 

context, and perhaps they relied on Davis for support as the person who 

instigated the Maya Lila project. The performer who was perceived as bullying in 

her movement felt unable to respond to Davis and has not performed in Maya 

Lila since. This is an issue that Richard Schechner describes in his work with The 

Performance Group, in which therapeutic encounters were mixed with creating 

performances. Schechner notes that “no matter how helpful projections and 

introjections are in actual performing, they can be very destructive of group life ... 

Frequently they occur between the director and one or more performers, 

especially if the group has not reached peer-group status but is still modelled on

Ibid.,205. 
Ibid., 206.
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the parent-child r e l a t i o n s h i p . T h e  use of somatic forms of movement in the 

Maya Lila performances means that the work is more open to object relations, 

which can be destructive to those involved in the group.

In light of such ethical risks, what is the purpose of using autobiographical 

material in a performance context? The act of witnessing is a central aspect of 

Maya Lila, which Oliver descnbes succinctly as “eyewitness testimony based on 

first-hand knowledge, on the one hand, and bearing witness to something beyond 

recognition that can’t be seen, on the other hand.” ®̂̂  The form of Authentic 

Movement involves both a form of testimony of personal experience and bearing 

witness to unconscious material that can be personal and collective. Heddon 

suggests that “in autobiographical performance the performer may not be 

confessing, but rather witnessing; confessing not the ‘self, then, but being the 

watchful eye/I of the world, and seeing or proposing it differently.”^̂ ® Davis 

attempts to compose a playful space, where autobiography becomes an illusion 

that is played out between audience, performer and environment. It is a place 

where past bodily memory breaks into the performance, disappears, leaves a 

trace, and changes through interaction. At the performances, Davis hopes that 

the audience and performers co-create a landscape, which offers multiple 

alternatives to past and future. Park-Fuller notes that “as a political act, the 

autobiographical narrative not only claims an absent past, but also evokes an 

absent future. As a performative speech act, narrative testimony is in fact an act 

of intervention that has the capacity to influence the f u t u r e . A s  a performative 

act of sensory-witness testimony, Maya Lila re-enacts the past of bodily memory 

in a new context, such as when memories appear in the training sessions or 

performances. These may be forgotten or familiar memories, but they are invited 

back into the body-mind. Maya Lila also proposes the future through the new 

configurations that evolve in the performances, offering possibilities for 

interaction, taking on new identities, playing with behaviours and the juxtaposition 

of surprising elements. The purpose of Maya Lila, then, is not to confess personal 

material, but rather to watch what emerges in the relationship between

Schechner, Environmental Theater, 222. 
Oliver, Witnessing: Beyond Recognition, 16. 
Heddon, 163.
Park-Fuller, 29.
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performers and audience, and to understand this local field in a broader context. 

In the dedication, Davis asks, “what of that can you bring back to your 

community, family, wider world?”^̂ ® By participating in workshops or taking part 

as a host, I have noted my own impulses and reflected on how this links with 

behaviours in my life and also the relationship with society more generally. 

Through the Inclusion of the “witness” role in Maya Lila, Davis engages with ideas 

of autobiography as relational, provisional and constantly reforming -  through 

watching what surfaces in the relationship between participants and context, and 

noting what this reflects beyond the performance itself.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have discussed the interrelated aspects of somatic 

practices, object relations theory and autobiography in Maya Lila. As the somatic 

practices of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering were originally 

created for therapeutic purposes, they raise issues surrounding the use of 

autobiographical material in performance. At the same time, both somatic forms 

were created by dancers and so are also creative practices. Through introducing 

object relations theory, I focus on how the relationships between the performers 

and objects (people, things, and environment) stimulate performance material. 

The box piece provides an example of object relations in action, indicating how 

both the autobiography of the performers and audience members are implicated 

in creating and reading the performances. The idea of a relational autobiography 

is important in postmodern performance, challenging ideas of an autonomous 

self. This is described in Derrida’s writing on “otobiography”, where he outlines 

the process of reception and creation that occurs in autobiographical writing. I 

apply this idea to Maya Lila, suggesting that somatic impulses emerge between 

performer and audience, resulting in the performance. Through a process of 

“otobiography”, the audience and performers co-create through mutual exchange 

in an intertextual process. In this sense, Maya Lila generates autobiography. 

Bryant Keith Alexander states that “the autobiographical construct may serve as 

a road map designating a particular journey, but the generated autobiography

Davis, 2007a, 166.
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may enter the journey at any point and chart its own meaningful course to self 

knowledge.

Object relations theory can also be applied to the process of research. As 

a researcher, I reflect on my subjective engagement with the work, and 

acknowledge the fact that Maya Lila has become a “subjective object” which I 

interpret in my own way. The research is a “potential space” between me and 

not-me, where I explore the themes that arise in Maya Lila and create a particular 

reading of the work informed by my background. In my practical encounters with 

Maya Lila, object relations and autobiography have developed as central themes 

in my understanding of the work. At a training session with Davis described in the 

last chapter, the experience of exploring a pile of wool brought me to develop a 

strong projective identification that transformed the wool into tangled guts. The 

subjective expehence of objects also became an area of exploration in my 

practice-based research project. In August 2009, I invited a group of participants 

to bring an object to be used in devising performance material. However, one 

participant had such a strong projection onto another person’s object that she 

ended up destroying it, dragging the high heels that she had brought through a 

baby-grow belonging to someone else.^°° The safety issues of the work became 

immediately apparent, as I realised how the autobiography of each participant 

interacts with the objects in subjective ways. Because of the therapeutic aspects 

of somatic practices, participants are delving into the realm of the unconscious 

and support structures must be put in place in order to bring this work into a 

performance context.

While Davis has trained as a therapist and is equipped for dealing with 

such incidents, the safety issues of the work are always present. The therapeutic 

aspects of the Maya Lila performances create a field rich with group dynamics 

and object relations that can cause issues for the performers and audience. 

However, most rehearsal and performance processes bring up unconscious

299 Alexander, “Skin Flint (or, the Garbage Man's Kid): A Generative Autobiographical 
Performance Based on Tami Spry's Tattoo Stories”, Text and Performance Quarterly 20, no. 1 
pOOO): 102.

A participating artist brought a baby-gro that she had constructed from plastic materials, based 
on her own daughter’s clothing. The other participant brought a high-heeled shoe which 
represented an aspect of her life.
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material and group dynamics without providing any tools for dealing with such 

issues. The somatic approach in Maya Lila provides conscious ways of working 

through similar difficulties and Davis uses therapeutic tools such as the container 

and processing to support the creative work. Indeed, acknowledging the 

subjective aspect of all object relationships is the starting point for clarifying and 

processing ethical issues that arise in performance. In this way, the Maya Lila 

performances are concerned with witnessing autobiographical material and 

reflecting on it within a collective context.
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Chapter Four: Public Place and Private Space -  

Somatics, globalisation and mobility in IVIaya Lila

Emma Meehan, Joan Davis, Henry Montes and Mary Nunan, 

Greystones Gallery, 2009, photograph by Ramona Farrelly
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Ancestor tree at Dance House, photograph by Davis Lillie 

In 2007, Davis took a year out from the Maya Lila performances to publish 

her documentation of the project so far. At the launch for the books on Maya Lila 

in Dance House, Dublin, she began to explore two new aspects of her work -  the 

art of hosting and the possibility for moving the work into indoor spaces. To 

facilitate this investigation, Davis created an installation in a large studio at Dance 

House along with projecting photographs from the years of research onto the 

walls. The installation consisted of an “ancestor tree”, a wooden structure 

decorated by natural objects such as cows and sheep skulls, gleaned from her 

mountain walks and painted before being place on the tree. This installation 

connects with the ancestor corner in the Willow and Mirror tunnel (which was 

developed in 2008), representing the impact of the life cycle on Maya Lila -  

creation and destruction, birth and death, loss and renewal. As part of the launch, 

Davis had also been working with “hosts” (including me) to guide the audience to 

reflect on their responses to the tree. Within small groups, the hosts gathered 

words from participants and called them out to the full room. Davis suggested 

that this could be a new aspect of Maya Lila, where the responses of hosted 

audience members could feed into the performance process. It seemed to me 

from the launch that the concepts in Maya Lila could be used at an indoor space.



as the aesthetic distance of bringing the outdoors inside provided a clarity and 

focus for reflecting on the work.

Host and audience at Gorse Hill, photograph by Emma Meehan

In 2008, Davis concentrated on developing the hosting aspect of the work 

in the new Willow and Mirror tunnel. The following year, the research process of 

Maya Lila came together with the hosting of the audience in the Willow and Mirror 

tunnel, along with the performance in both indoor and outdoor spaces. In a non- 

invasive way, hosts attempted to invite the audience to become involved in the 

performances, also acting as a model for the audience through their engagement 

within the work. In the above photograph, a host and audience member interact. 

The two women are dressed in hats, while the host holds a magnifying glass to 

the other’s face as they stand surrounded by wood, grass, and trees. While 

acting playfully, the host role involves listening to the responses of the audience 

so as not to ovenA/helm them with interaction. This type of interaction is 

connected to the Body Mind Centering quality of “yield”, a point of meeting and 

contact while maintaining a sense of boundary. This also links with the “potential 

space” of play between “me” and “not-me”, where I can relate to another and 

develop creative interaction.
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Davis also included performances at indoor spaces in 2009, starting a 

whole new area of research. The Maya Lila performances took place at Dance 

House, the Mermaid Arts Centre, the Courthouse Arts Centre in Tinahely and 

Greystones Gallery. There were only one or two performances at each venue, 

providing a taster of the work for a new audience and also offering Davis a 

chance to see how Maya Lila might work in different contexts. The first 

performance in an indoor space took place at Greystones Gallery. The space has 

white walls and wooden floors, with glass sliding doors overlooking a spacious 

balcony. Although there is also a theatre space within the complex, the gallery 

offered the possibility of a more fluid space with no set seating arrangements, 

along with the option to include the outdoor balcony of the gallery. The space is 

also a local enterprise, and has connotations of the “community” aspect which is 

important in Maya Lila. The same can be said for the arts centre in Tinahely, Co. 

Wicklow, originally a local courthouse, now housing arts events for the village 

community. The Courthouse Arts Centre is made up of a large first floor room 

with four pillars and an upstairs balcony overlooking the lower room. Here, there 

was no outdoor area included in the performances, so Davis brought natural 

elements indoors by placing leaves, egg shells, and moss in the space. Each of 

the indoor spaces brought their own benefits and restrictions, although the 

performance space at Dance House was considered the most challenging by 

some of the dancers. The grey studio space is surrounded by a wall of mirrors, 

window and brick, offering no nooks or crannies for the participants to explore. 

These indoor spaces, contexts and audience communities have brought new 

exchanges, possibilities and issues which will impact the future development of 

Maya Lila. The performances at the indoor spaces also stimulated questions for 

me around the role of the audience and performers. How might expectations 

linked with “performance” and “dance” affect the Maya Lila performances that 

emerge at arts centres? Have audiences at these arts centres developed familiar 

codes of interaction within the spaces?

In this chapter, I examine the use of space in the Maya Lila performances, 

including the Gorse Hill Centre and the indoor performance venues in Dublin and 

Wicklow. I note how Davis’ inclusion of somatic practices in Maya Lila has led her 

to engage with ideas of mobility in performance, as the performers and audience
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are invited to choose where to move within the performance environment. In 

addition, I suggest that the mobility of audience and performers relates to 

changing ideas of what constitutes identity in a globalised society, where flows 

rather than fixed communities dominate and nation is not the primary marker of 

identity. Maya Lila emerged towards the end of the “Celtic Tiger” boom, which 

had impacted the Irish social and cultural landscape. With increasing travel and 

access to the world via the internet, along with a surge in immigration into the 

country, conceptualisations of home and community became mobile rather than 

static. Maya Lila builds community at each performance, based on a mutual 

interest in attending the performance, rather than a literal community coming from 

the local area. At the same time, most of the Maya Lila performances have taken 

place in Davis’ home place, suggesting the importance of locality to her in a 

rapidly globalised society. I examine the placement of public performances in the 

private location of Gorse Hill and the implications this holds for performers and 

audience members. Further, I discuss the move into public venues in 2009, and I 

suggest that Davis’ offerings at each of these venues expand what can be 

considered as community and belonging in the performances, as the she 

attempts to negotiate new niches for Maya Lila in an unfamiliar environment. At 

the start of this chapter, I describe a performance at Greystones Theatre and 

Gallery in July 2009, which shows the use of space in Maya Lila and how this 

work might develop in the future.

The mobility of audience and performers in the Maya Lila performances 

encourages a deepening responsiveness of the body to space. Richard 

Schechner comments suggest that “there is an actual, living relationship between 

the spaces of the body and the spaces the body moves through; that human 

living tissue does not abruptly stop at the skin.” °̂̂  The dialogue between body 

and space was demonstrated by Davis on a Body-Mind Centering module, at 

which she presented a bowl of semolina to the group and pointed out how each 

grain maintains its own boundary at the same time as absorbing and exchanging 

fluids. This represents the exchange between cells of the body, but also the 

relationship between the body and the world that surrounds it. Again, this relates 

back to the BMC quality of “yield”, and also the Authentic Movement process of

Schechner, Environmental Theater, 1994 (1973), 12.
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witnessing, which both suggest the importance of contact and boundary. As a 

mover in Authentic Movement, I make contact with another body and feel shared 

sensations of heat and weight at the same time becoming aware of the boundary 

of skin. I also come to realise how my soma responds to the meeting, with 

changes in pulse, sensations and breath. This extends out in the relationship with 

space, as each place evokes different kinaesthetic responses. In Maya Lila, the 

layout of space and inclusion of sensory material stimulates the participant to 

become responsive to the relationship between body and space.

Maya Lila at Greystones Gallery: Somatics and Space

At Greystones Gallery, the dancers move between the studio and an 

outdoor balcony space. As they dance, they sit with, chat to, hold hands with or 

move beside the audience. The audience shift positions to get a view of what is 

happening. Some sit on a couch, peering through the glass onto the balcony 

where the performers are moving. Some stand outside and encounter the 

changeable weather, between drizzle and sunshine. Others sit on chairs 

scattered at the edge of the gallery. I notice ex-ballet dancer Joanna Banks 

perched on a couch in the Greystones Gallery watching through the glass. Davis 

suddenly comes in from the balcony and eases onto the couch, languidly 

lounging with her legs and arms splayed. I am struck by this image of two elders 

of dance in Ireland, juxtaposed for a moment, displaying different dance trainings 

through their posture. At another point, Davis calls to a local, “what’s the news?” 

to which he replies “no news” repeatedly. Later, I find myself led by Davis to climb 

a ladder onto the wall of the balcony, while dancer Simon Whitehead admonishes 

her and carries me back to the gallery space. Later, dancer Maggie Harvey lifts 

one of my hands and one of my neighbour’s hands into the air and urges us to 

continue to move them. I am content for a moment, testing the movement. I then 

start to feel self-conscious and drop my hands.

In Maya Lila, the audience and performers select positions in space, and 

surprising interactions take place depending on the arrangement of participants. 

Where I stand in space influences what happens in the performances, as 

meetings spark interactions and responses. Sometimes interactions are welcome 

and other times they are not, and this must be negotiated between performers 

and audience members. For example, I am comfortable enough to be led by
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Davis around the performance space and up a ladder. However, when Maggie 

lifts my hands, I am both a willing participant and self-conscious about the 

interaction, negotiating a shorter dialogue in this instance. The use of the space 

as an environment shared by performers and audience is a feature of both the 

outdoor and new indoor performances. In Gorse Hill, the Willow and Mirror tunnel 

along with amphitheatre can be described as “environmental theatre” in the 

sense of the term used by Richard Schechner. The architecture of the space is 

shaped so that the audience become part of the performance, as Schechner 

states:

In the environmental theater the lighting and arrangement of space make it 
impossible to look at an action without seeing other spectators who 
visually, at least, are part of the performance. Nor is it possible to avoid a 
knowledge that for the others you are part of the performance. And insofar 
as performing means taking on the executive function, every spectator is 
forced into that to some degree by the architecture of environmental 
theater.^°^

The indoor performances of Maya Lila equally evoke a shared environment, such 

as the gallery space in Greystones which I describe above. Davis seeks to 

reorganise the space as a response to the passive spectatorship inherent in more 

traditional theatre models. Although participants might not actively participate in 

the Maya Lila performances, not taking part becomes a choice because the 

space is arranged to invite interaction.

Arnold Aronson notes that the trope of altering the stage space in order to 

interrogate the relationship between audience and performers has been 

particularly prevalent since the late nineteenth century.^°^ In Davis’ quest to 

challenge modes of interaction between audience and performers, her work 

reflects developments in art and theatre history which focus on rousing the 

participation of the viewer. Maya Lila seems to echo the Situationists’ rejection of 

the spectacle as separating the observer from direct experience. Discussing the 

culture which the Situationists sought to challenge, Sadie Plant notes that people 

are “bombarded by images and commodities which effectively represent their

Ibid., 19. I would say “encouraged” rather than “forced" to participate in the case of Maya Lila, 
although as the audience must choose whether or not to participate, they are always engaging on 
some level.

Aronson, History and Theory of Environmental Scenography, 29.
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lives to them”, with the result that “people experience reality as second-hand. 

The landscape in Maya Lila invites the viewer to become involved in constructing 

his or her own experience rather than watching at a remove. In contrast with 

performance based on “spectacle”, Davis encourages the audience to become 

absorbed into the performance event through all of the senses. In addition, the 

desire to create art that can be experienced rather than observed in Maya Lila 

reflects the development of art out into space in the assemblages and 

happenings of the 1950s and 60s. As an artist, Davis designs and builds the 

space by weaving together found objects. The dancers and audience become 

moving sculptures at times, as they are dressed and arranged while they move 

through the space. As the placement of objects and movement in space are 

spontaneous, the performances hold no pre-planned meanings. This extends the 

use and framing of the art object, drawing “attention to the viewer’s presence and 

condition before the object”, provoking “an awareness of the dependency of the 

work upon the choices of the viewer.” °̂  ̂The audience member in Maya Lila thus 

becomes part of generating material and interpreting the meanings that they can 

draw from the event.

The impact of the audience on performance was also of particular 

importance to Richard Schechner with The Performance Group (TPG), extending 

the many parallels between Schechner’s work and that of Davis. Although Davis 

does not use play scripts as a source for performances, her use of space reflects 

Schechner’s attempts in the 1970s to include the audience in the stage 

landscape as a means of initiating audience and performer exchange. However, 

Davis’ work has developed away from some of the ideals of participative theatre 

in the 1960s and 70s, which included nudity and sexual contact between 

performers and audience members. Issues of sexual violation arose, for example, 

during a performance of the Living Theatre’s Paradise Now! (1968), indicating the 

problematic ideas of free e x p r e s s i o n . I  have never seen nudity or sexual 

contact within Maya Lila, and I imagine that this comes from the aspect of 

“witnessing” in the work. The internal witness notices impulses in relationship with 

a particular context, which might in fact be an impulse to repress movement or

Plant, The Most Radical Gesture: The Situationist International in a Postmodern Age, 10.
Kaye, Postmodernism and Performance, 29.
See Kershaw, The Radical in Performance, 197,
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allow It through another channel e.g. sound. Schechner concludes after his work 

with TPG that it is the difficulties that emerge rather than the capacity for 

uninhibited involvement that are most important in the process. In comparing his 

work with shamanistic performance, he states that “shamanistic performances 

work through the contradictions and gaps in a community’s psychosocial life ... 

The shamanistic performance is a testing of the community’s responsiveness to 

its own psychosocial n e e d s . A l o n g  with inviting mobility, Davis attempts to 

awaken the participants’ capacity to reflect on their impulses to engage (or not) in 

the performances. This work then also exposes resistance to movement or 

interaction in space, for example, not wishing to make contact with others. While 

Davis hopes to include the audience as far as possible, in my opinion, the staging 

of the work offers a space to reflect on patterned behaviour rather than 

suggesting that it is a hurdle to free expression. Fringe theatre in Ireland and 

abroad continues to explore interactive and environmental performances, but 

usually without drawing attention to the issues that arise for the participant as a 

result. A case in point was a performance of Anne and Barry at Dublin Fringe 

Festival 2009, where I was encouraged to hold hands with my neighbour in a 

“school” environment. In the ensuing confusion, I was left holding the hand of 

departmental colleague who would be interviewing me for funding the following 

week. Such explorations are hoped to include the audience in the world that the 

company are trying to create, without exploring the difficulties encountered in the 

work. In my view, the somatic approach in Maya Lila emphasises opportunities 

for witnessing both the possibilities for and the restrictions to movement, 

encouraging a reflective response different from most other environmental and 

interactive performances that I have encountered.

Although most dance performance is “mobile” in the sense that it is 

moving, somatic practices attempt to validate the agency of the participant in 

exploring his or her own movement patterns. In Maya Lila, the audience are 

guided through the event, although they are encouraged to find their own route 

and patterns of engagement. Within Gorse Hill, the audience and performers 

make choices and create choreographies emerging from this movement of 

bodies in space. However, the relocation of Maya Lila out of Gorse Hill and into

Schechner, 1994, 186-187.
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arts centres expands this notion of mobility. While Maya Lila developed for a long 

time in the “domestic” space of Gorse Hill, now the work has found new niches of 

belonging and community outside the literal home place. Community is 

negotiated in each space, as the performers adapt to new environments including 

the different audience members who attend these arts centres. The mobility of 

identities beyond nationality in a globalised society is represented in Maya Lila, 

as community is built based on those participating at a performance at any one 

time. In fact, the performers/meta-witnesses over the years have travelled from 

Europe and America to take part in the Maya Lila event, relating to Davis 

affiliation with international practitioners rather than tying her work to Irish themes 

or performance practices. The setting of the work in public arts venues opens up 

Maya Lila to an extended community of new attendees who might not have 

travelled to Gorse Hill. Greystones Theatre and Gallery, for example, is a local 

arts space which becomes a temporary place of belonging for artists and 

audiences who visit an event. Maya Lila is no longer bound by the location of the 

work to one place. The destabilising of fixed identities developed through a sense 

of belonging to one place also links with Davis’ exploration of multiple roles and 

identities through the somatic practices in Maya Lila. Not only do the different 

spaces affect the impulses of the performers, but the audience can never be sure 

what shape or form the performance might take as it changes at each place. For 

example, Greystones Gallery is a contemporary space in which Davis decided to 

use both the indoor studio and outdoor balcony. On the other hand, the 

Courthouse Arts Centre in Tinahely is an old building with historical connotations 

and a relationship with local inhabitants, affecting the content of the 

performances and responses to the work.

Maya Lila and Globalisation: a Changing Historical and Cultural 

Context

Maya Lila developed during the period of Irish history known as the “Celtic 

Tiger”, which is intimately linked with rapidly expanding globalisation in the 

country.^®® The era of economic boom in the 1990s heralded rapid social and 

cultural change in the country, expanding representations of what constituted

308 According to Lonergan, the “Celtic Tiger" dates between 1990 and 2005, although the 
downturn in economic situation has recently become particularly apparent. See Lonergan, 
Theatre and Globalization: Irish Drama in the Celtic Tiger Era, 22.
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Irish identity. The introduction of the Euro in 2002 emphasised Irish identification 

with Europe and opened doors to international trade. The increasing mobility of 

cultural affiliations was particularly apparent in the significant rise in immigration 

into the country. The Celtic Tiger impacted the production and reception of 

cultural products in a number of ways, for example, in the presentation of a 

contemporary brand of “Irishness”, possibilities for touring, and the use of diverse 

technologies. Riverdance is a prime example of the impact of mass media 

technologies in creating and marketing a representation of Irish culture which is 

reproduced worldwide. The increasing accessibility of travel also influenced 

performance training and presentation, for example, the Sligo-based Blue 

Raincoat Theatre Company work through the Decroux “corporeal mime” 

technique from Paris along with Viewpoints from the SITI Company in New York. 

This era of mediatisation and globalisation in Ireland marks the period when 

Davis trained in somatic forms in the UK and America, and gained funding to 

present performances at Gorse Hill based on this training.

During this time, the policies of the Arts Council of Ireland indicated that 

the government agency hoped to repair the state of Irish dance which had been 

previously under-supported. The Arts Council Plan for the period 1995-1997 

foregrounds dance for special attention, stating: “ In recognition of the fact that 

dance as an art form has suffered severe neglect in Ireland, the Council through 

the period of the Three-Year Plan, will pay particular attention to support for 

dance at a number of key strategic l e v e l s . I n  the years preceding Davis’ Maya 

Lila project, a stronger infrastructure for contemporary dance developed, in 

comparison with the situation for DCDT in the 1980s. A range of contemporary 

dance companies were established during the 1990s, highlighting the increased 

availability of funding but also the growing number of dancers and 

choreographers choosing to situate themselves and their work in Ireland. 

Daghdha Dance emerged in 1991 with an educational emphasis, formed by Mary 

Nunan who had previously worked with DCDT. Also in 1991, John Scott’s Irish 

Modern Dance Theatre was founded, followed by Coisceim and Fabulous Beast 

Dance Theatre in 1995. At the same time, many theatre companies with a 

physical and visual emphasis were also founded such as Blue Raincoat, Corea

Arts Council of Ireland, Arts Plan 1995-1997, 43.
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Dorca and Pan Pan in 1991, Barabbas in 1993, The Corn Exchange in 1995 and 

Loose Canon in 1996. The Association for Professional Dance in Ireland (now 

called Dance Ireland) was founded in 1989 and organised a number of initiatives, 

such as the Irish Choreographers’ New Works Platform and “artist in residence” 

projects during the 1990s. By the turn of the century, there was a development in 

relation to research and writing on dance, aided by Arts Council funding for 

critical writing. The Institute for Choreography and Dance (ICD) in Cork organised 

a number of programmes that supported the development of dance writing in 

Ireland. The New Music/New Dance Festival ran at the Project Arts Centre from 

1989-1994 followed by Dance Fest in ’95, paving the way for the development of 

an international dance festival. The first International Dance Festival Ireland (now 

Dublin Dance Festival) opened in 2002, the same year that dance was named an 

art form in the Arts Bill. These developments in contemporary dance were 

echoed in the national Arts Plans, 1995-1997, 1999-2001, and 2002-2006 where 

the Arts Council indicated its dedication to the development of dance as an art 

form. In 1999, it stated:

The Arts Council would like to see dance artists accorded the same status 
and opportunities as artists in other disciplines, with adequate education 
and training opportunities at all levels, working in a environment which 
values their work, recognises their needs and offers them opportunities to 
achieve their full artistic potential, in Ireland and abroad.

In the same year, Davis received Arts Council funding to lead a seventeen day

group retreat called Through Fluid Eyes, where she began explorations in

bringing the practices of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering in nature

into a performance context. The Maya Lila performances, which developed from

this research, benefitted from the commitment of the Arts Council to support the

development and innovation of dance in the country. Although the economic

climate has changed considerably in recent years, Davis has continued to benefit

from the infrastructure which has developed to support dance in the country,

including the Arts Council dance bursary award and the Dance Ireland residency

award.

Davis’ Maya Lila project is particular to a time in Irish history when rapid 

globalisation changed the way in which Irish identities were understood and

Arts Council of Ireland, The Arts Plan 1999-2001, 33.
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manifested. Locality was no longer the primary factor in defining belonging, as 

communities came to mean international networks of people who shared 

common interests. This is described by the term “global village”, as Pilny and 

Wallace state that “the notion of Ireland as a global village turns upon the 

connotations of the village, positioned somewhere between cosmopolitan 

concerns of the city and the traditional values of the rural; a local, communal 

space that has become displaced and is no longer anchored within the 

boundaries of the n a t i o n . T h e  Maya Lila community is made up of participants 

from countries such as Ireland, England, Germany and America to name a few, 

forming a global group in a local space through interaction with the performance 

event. While I am placing Maya Lila in an Irish cultural context, Davis rarely 

makes reference to Ireland in her conceptualisation of the work. Instead, she 

notes connections with work of international somatic practitioners such as Bonnie 

Bainbridge Cohen and Janet Adler, pointing to “postnational” affiliations. 

Indeed, the practices of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering are also 

influenced by tai chi and yoga combined with Western approaches such as 

Jungian psychology, indicating the intercultural forms that are embedded in her 

work.

As community in Maya Lila is based on a group who may not know each 

other, community-building is facilitated by the hosting, the participatory aspects of 

the Willow and Mirror tunnel, along with the interaction between audience and 

performers. The movers and witnesses in Authentic Movement are individuals 

who form a collective, drawing on the Jungian aspects of the work. Jung’s idea of 

the collective unconscious was later developed by Arnold Mindell in his practice 

of Process Oriented Psychology, in which Davis trained in for eight years. Mindell 

theorised about how the social, cultural and political climate influence the 

individual. He calls this area “world work”, looking at the internal response of the 

individual in relationship with the fields that surround him or her -  family, 

community, country, and the global fields. Mindell talks about the “world channel”, 

which Hartley describes as “events in the external world, which touch upon our

Pilny and Wallace, “ Introduction”, Global Ireland, 1. 
See Habermas, The Postnational Constellation.
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inner experience in a meaningful or synchronistic way.”^^  ̂ This is developed in 

Davis’ performances, where the performers are asked to open up their 

experience beyond the personal to the collective, tracking internal responses to 

the performance environment. The audience are also invited to reflect on the 

relationship between the performance and their lives. Mindell comments that “a 

spontaneous fantasy is never a strictly personal phenomenon but it is always 

partially dreamed up by the situation one is in.”^ '̂' Similarly, Davis talks about 

“simultaneous realities” or “parallel worlds”, to describe how events or “realities” 

within and outside the space affect the performance.^^® For example, my 

description in the last chapter of Davis moving behind three audience members 

reminds me of the “simultaneous realities” that occur on public transport, where 

each person is absorbed in their own reality. Another example would be how 

witnessing a performance where very little happened in the space helped me 

reflect on my own exhaustion. This idea of the simultaneous realities in different 

places will be concretised in Davis’ new performance project where participants 

in different spaces will interact with each other via live screenings.

However, Davis’ hope for creating community is sometimes challenged in 

the work. The theme of separation became particularly apparent in a 

performance in 2006, which I described in the last chapter, when two audience 

members left the performance after watching a cat circling the performance 

space which contained a raw chicken. The idea of the community as a coherent 

group is also overturned by disputes between Davis and some neighbouring 

residents, who have objected to her using her private property for “business” 

purposes. The entrance to Gorse Hill is now a liminal space with man-made 

bollards and metal barriers erected by the neighbours, lying in stark contrast with 

Davis’ centre with its gardens overlooking the sea. Rather than ignoring this 

disintegration of community, Davis acknowledges that it is part of the work, as 

she states that “the paradoxes of unity and separation ... are fundamental to my 

work and life.”^̂ ® Since 2006, Davis has organised buses to collect the public and 

drop them at Gorse Hill in order to avoid disturbing the neighbours, but this also

"'^Hartley, 2004,214.
Arnold Mindell, Dreambody: The Body’s Role in Revealing the Self, 100. 
See Davis, Maya Lila: The Process, 2007a, 121, 197.
Ibid. 35.
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highlights the difference between the neighbouring area and the Gorse Hill 

property. At a hosting meeting, we discussed incorporating the neighbouring car 

park into the performance. By weaving our way through the grey bollards leading 

up to Gorse Hill, we wondered if this will bring the surrounding environment to the 

awareness of the audience members. However, the reality of the situation 

sometimes became much more obvious. I recall after one performance, bringing 

the audience back onto the bus to leave Gorse Hill. As we waited for the last few 

audience members, one of the neighbours opened her window and started 

shouting at us for disrupting her, clearly indicating the disintegration of 

community. More recently, Davis has started to move the Maya Lila 

performances to small galleries and arts centres as the next step of the project. 

While performances in Gorse Hill require individuals to travel to Davis’ space, the 

move into arts centres perhaps brings the work into new communities, thereby 

offering increased accessibility to different audiences.

Arriving by bus to the neighbouring area beside Gorse Hill, photograph by Emma
Meehan

At the same time, Davis’ work challenges the emergence of what Marc 

Auge calls “non-place” in globalised society. He states that “a space which 

cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity will be a
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n o n - p l a c e . I n  this way, conceptualisations of space have radically altered, as 

local space is replaced by sites that are reproduced around the world, such as 

shopping centres, and by virtual spaces on the internet that alter the relationship 

between body and place. Davis’ work seems to yearn for a pre-Celtic Tiger 

Ireland, with the placement of Maya Lila In the unsullied landscape of Gorse Hill, 

and the centrality of local space, nature and community in the work. As ideas of 

community have changed with the proliferation of non-places, it could be argued 

that society has become isolated from a sense of a localised community and 

separated from interaction with nature. Davis counters this in Maya Lila through 

the shahng of localised space, interaction with natural elements such as the 

Willow and Mirror tunnel, and participation in co-creating an event. Davis’ 

performances in her family home and gardens are also symbolic of relational 

connections and identification with place, unlike Auge’s non-places. The 

neighbouring area could perhaps be described as a “non-place” with its generic 

apartment block, bollards, and car park, and provides a stark contrast with Gorse 

Hill. Auge also notes how the idea of environment can be separated from 

physical surroundings in this era of “supermodernity”. He comments that “the 

individual, finally, is decentred in a sense from himself. He has instruments that 

place him in constant contact with the remotest parts of the outside world ... The 

individual can thus live rather oddly in an intellectual, musical or visual 

environment that is wholly independent of his immediate physical 

surroundings.”^̂ ® In Maya Lila, on the contrary, the individual’s attention is 

brought to his or her own body and the contact with physical surroundings. 

Somatic practices generally move away from the separation of the body from 

space and towards a sensory engagement within the inhabited place. The 

contact between body and space are fundamental to the work, where the mover 

attempts to find ways of responding to the changing environment. In Maya Lila, 

the scent of flowers, sounds of birds and touch of leaves on the skin, bring the 

participant back to the location of the body in space.

317 Auge, Non-places: An Introduction to Supermodernity, 63. 
Ibid., viii.
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Gorse Hill Centre, photograph by Kevin Logan

Globalisation raises ethical issues surrounding the use and abuse of the 

body in many contexts, for example, cloning, genetic engineering and even in the 

commodification of the body in advertising. Gabriella Giannachi proposes that 

responses to economic globalisation are best made through the medium of the 

body, as she states that “if the ultimate form of control is exerted over the body, 

over life, the ultimate ‘revolution’ needs to start at the level of biopolitics.”^̂ ® The 

depiction of perfect bodies versus “othered” bodies in the mass media has 

consequences for attitudes towards the body and self-image, which Davis deals 

with in her somatic approach. As discussed in Chapter Two, Davis provokes the 

senses in her work so that the participants are not just visually engaged with the 

body as object. The body in Maya Lila becomes a field of experience rather than 

an instrument to be moulded according to visual image. While mirrors are 

included in Maya Lila, they distort and fragment the body, so that the participant 

sees the body in new shapes, sizes and focused segments. The somatic and 

reflective stimulation can provide a welcome relief from the saturation of images 

of perfected bodily appearance, by foregrounding personal and collective 

embodied experience.

Giannachi, “Exposing Globalisation: Biopolitics in the W ork of Critical Art Ensem ble”, 
Contemporary Theatre R eview  16, no, 1 (2006); 42-43.
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Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Michelle Owen

Rather than homogenising diverse experiences and expressions, Maya 

Lila aims to create a much more democratic process where audience and 

performers choose where and how to move within the space. Davis attempts to 

create a space where audience, performers and environment create an “ecology” 

of interrelated elements which feed into each other. In the above photograph, I 

see the audience walking towards the entrance of the Willow and Mirror tunnel. I 

am struck by the surrounding foliage with human forms emerging out of them. 

The audience and environment strike me as an ecological system, as both 

humans and plants exist side by side and at the same time, forming one field. 

The guests outside the tunnel are bisected by the outcrop of long fronds, 

seeming somewhat separate although connected. Within the tunnel, the bodies 

become absorbed into the landscape and two human heads can be seen among 

the branches and leaves. A white haired woman appears to have a mask made 

from leaves. A man kneeling to the fore is hidden behind a sheet of grey slate. 

The audience become the landscape and are both cut up by and integrated into 

the landscape of nature.

In Maya Lila, Davis limits technological intervention through the use of an 

outdoor venue, natural objects and the live body of the performer, perhaps as a 

reaction to the increasing domination of technology in mediating society’s
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relationship with the body. Riverdance exemplifies the influence of technology 

and mass media on the presentation of dance and the ability to market a cultural 

product worldwide. This includes “sections of pre-recorded step sound on tape”^ °̂ 

which mask the physical sounds and mistakes with recorded, “perfected” sounds. 

While the dance performance in Riverdance is literally embodied, the body is 

manipulated and masked in order to reproduce the same show night by night. 

This relates to what Reballato describes as “mega-musicals” such as The Lion 

King, which are reproduced to appear the same to audiences across the world. 

He states that “it is because of this level of standardisation, organised through 

franchising and automation, that the megamusical has earned the unkind but 

apposite nickname of McTheatre.”^̂  ̂ Although Maya Lila creates a “container” for 

performances, this is pliable enough to allow for changes to take place at each 

performance, avoiding the standardisation inherent in the mega-musicals. Davis 

brings attention to the constant transformation of the local space at Gorse Hill as 

the weather, animals and plants are part of the performance landscape. In 

addition, the performers move through somatic impulses that interrupt notions of 

a stable self, unlike the mega-musicals where “the smoothness and consistency 

of the performer’s amplification effaces their movement on stage and even any 

sense of the human body from which these sounds are i s s u i n g . F i n a l l y ,  the 

audience act as another chance element, altering the performances directly 

through their choices.

Wulff, Dancing at the Crossroads: Memory and Mobility in Ireland, 110.
Reballato, “Playwriting and globalization”, Contemporary Theatre Review 16, no.1 (2006): 101. 
Ibid.
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Children playing at Maya Lila, photograph by Emma Meehan

This separation and connection in the environment impacts the 

possibilities for interaction in Maya Lila. Davis hopes to create a safe sphere for 

play, but the impact of impulses and patterned behaviour both emerge. Children 

are invited to come along and run around the gardens, reminding us of the 

impossibility of returning to that type of playfulness. As an adult, it seems to me 

that I can play between worlds in Maya Lila, totally immersing myself in my 

experience, laughing at myself as I dress up in costumes, and feeling the self- 

consciousness of an adult who has learned to only play under certain 

circumstances. It is Davis’ desire to create a space where participation is 

possible, at the same time accepting the opposite is also a necessary part of the 

work at times. While the use of somatic practices in Maya Lila invites the 

audience to experience the sensuousness of their bodies and follow their 

impulses, the body is both a natural and man-made ecology within itself. Davis 

hopes to facilitate participants to make choices within Maya Lila, although the 

performances also create more complex interactions that challenge the idea of 

freedom at the same time.
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Claire Lalor in the Willow and Mirror tunnel, photograph by Michelle Owen 

Davis has explored the relationship between man (or woman) and nature 

in a broad sense through Maya Lila at Gorse Hill. This photograph highlights the 

contrast and interrelation of natural and man-made. The stark contrast between 

the grey environment and the vivid red raincoat is one example. The metal 

instruments and the grassy surroundings also highlight this contrast. Each of the 

elements are separate and connected, forming one environment. Following on 

from this, in 2011, Davis plans to develop interactions between body and 

technology as a means of understanding how the human-machine interface 

relates to “object relations” more generally. While there are many issues with the 

use of technology in the packaging and production of globalised cultural products, 

technology is still a large part of society’s landscape. Carol Brown states that “our 

habitat is technological and geographical; we live in a digital infrastructure as 

much as a physical one. Living in the culture of contemporary technological 

habitat, concepts of identity are no longer tethered to the earth but are in freefall 

as a multiplicity of becomings, hyper-realities and mixed-states.’’^̂  ̂Contemporary 

identities are not simply bound by the rules of the body but are part of a 

landscape altered by technology. Maya Lila, in stark contrast with Riverdance or

323 Brown, “Arteries and Avatars”, Choreographic Encounters: Volume 2, ed. Brady, 49.
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The Lion King, has mainly been presented in nature, without the use of lights, 

sound or other multimedia technology within the performances. At the same time, 

photography, video and voice recording are used during the performance event, 

while Davis also publishes information, writing, and photographs onto her 

website. With the recent performances in arts centres, the possibilities for using 

technology have been expanded. However, within these theatre spaces, so far 

Davis has used outdoor balconies, natural light and objects from nature. In 2011, 

Davis will begin to explore this area of the Maya Lila project through the live 

streaming of movement between two spaces, eventually developing into a full 

project with performances at Gorse Hill and Dance House where 

dancers/audiences at both venues will interact with each other. In this way, Maya 

Lila will begin to explore the changes to body, space and identity that have 

developed through the technological environments inhabited today.

Despite the increased support of dance by the Arts Council during the 

Celtic Tiger era, the art form has also dealt with a constantly shifting scene of 

companies, training centres, festivals and funding p o l i c i e s . A  recent Arts 

Council report acknowledges that the lack of adequate dance spaces in Ireland 

means that the work will suffer. The report states that:

The challenges which arise through inadequate working spaces can only 
impact negatively on the future development of dance as an artform. 
Possible consequences are likely to be: increased chances of injuries and 
pathologies associated with professional dance practice; shorter career 
spans for dance artists; limited participatory initiatives and audience 
development; reduced presence and visibility of dance across the territory; 
and impact on the quality of dance production.

In Maya Lila, Davis is cultivating new places to see dance, from the home place

in Gorse Hill to local arts centres such as Greystones Gallery. She also uses

Dance House which is usually a training and rehearsal venue for performances.

Davis actively seeks out alternative rather than custom-built dance performance

spaces, in order to allow the audience to become involved in the performance in

more participative ways, although perhaps the issues in the Arts Council report

still impact Davis’ work -  particularly in relation to the visibility of her work. In

See Seaver, “Loss and Recovery”, Irish Theatre Magazine 6, no. 27 (2006): 37.
Macken and Curry, Giving Body to Dance: Review of Building Base Dance Infrastructure in 

Ireland, 23-24.
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addition to the lack of infrastructure for dance which carries over from Davis’ days 

with DCDT, the relationship between the body and language continues to be an 

issue of concern in Irish dance and theatre. Lonergan notes that “the message 

conveyed by Irish drama since 1990 might be that men talk, but women 

dance”^̂ ®, referring for example to Brian Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa, and 

Fabulous Beast Dance Theatre’s interpretation of Giselle. However, in Maya Lila, 

Davis works with both male and female performers to explore both body and 

language. Further, Davis works through the ambivalent relationship with the body 

inherent in many religious practices. Spirituality is an important part of Davis’ 

performance work, and she describes Authentic Movement as an “embodied 

spiritual practice”. This idea of bringing the sensorial body into spiritual 

expression highlights Davis’ relationship with pre-Christian and shamanic 

traditions of celebrating gods through ritual and dance in nature, which the 

Church and state in Ireland had earlier rejected in favour of regulated and 

supervised bodily behaviour.

Maya Lila focuses on bringing back attention to the physical surroundings 

and the body through somatic stimulation. At the same time, Maya Lila 

represents the mobility of identities in a globalised society, in the building of a 

global community in a local space as the dancers travel from different countries 

every summer for intensive periods at Gorse Hill. Margaret Werry suggests that 

in the dynamics of globalisation, “relations of power are manifest in forces of 

deterritorialization, and in the management not of static bodies, peoples, or 

resources, but of f l o w s . A t  the same time as situating Maya Lila in local 

“place”, rather than presenting her work in the “non-places” of supermodernity or 

touring internationally, the impact of flow and movement in forming and unforming 

identities can be seen in Maya Lila. The performers and audience interact with 

the changing topography of bodies and space, by creating a network of 

intersecting patterns and aleatory choreographies. The performances involve 

what Davis calls “simultaneous realities”, where different experiences, memories, 

thoughts, characters, events, and actions are stimulated or performed, altering 

conceptions of space and time. For example, while I see dancer Joanna Banks

Lonergan, 166.
Werry, “T h e  Greatest Show on Earth’: Political Spectacle, Spectacular Politics, and the 

American Pacific”, Theatre Journal 57, no. 3, (2005): 356.
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and Davis juxtaposed, another audience member is experiencing contact with the 

weather on the outdoor balcony. Different memories and perspectives are evoked 

for each participant through the choices they make in the performance. This can 

be compared to the simultaneous realities of virtual space such as live chat 

where people in different places can communicate online, or forums such as 

Second Life where people connect with other avatars in alternative online lives. 

This is an area which will be explored in the Maya Lila bio-virtual project in 2011, 

where dancers in different places can connect virtually with each other. Through 

a combination of locatedness, community and history, along with the mobility and 

circulation of bodies in topographies of transient realities, Davis works through 

the complex relationship between body and place in a changing Irish culture.

Domestic Place and Public Space in Maya Lila

Gorse Hill is a family property, consisting of Davis’ home, the Gorse Hill 

Centre which is used for workshops, and vast gardens overlooking the sea. While 

Davis’ home remains private during the performances, audience members are 

welcome to wander in the gardens and are invited for refreshments at the 

workshop centre. The centre resembles a home with its three bedrooms, kitchen 

and sitting room. The performers live and work at Gorse Hill centre while 

preparing for the performances, so that this space also becomes a temporary 

home for them. Deirdre Heddon suggest that in performance “if place is set in 

oppositional terms to space, with the former imagined as closed, fixed, secure, 

stable, etc., and the latter as open, free, mobile, and risky, then it is easy to 

consider ‘place’ as reactionary and its operations exclusionary.”^̂ ® The setting of 

Maya Lila at the home place can be considered a reaction to the impact of 

globalisation on space, body and identity. At the same time, Gorse Hill seems to 

span across the spectrum of space and place, as both a home place and an open 

space for exploring illusion and play. The local in Maya Lila is used in wider 

terms, where Davis asks audience members to reflect on how this open-ended 

performance might ripple out into their lives. As mentioned earlier, the linking of 

space and place has caused confusion and mistrust in a group of local residents 

who see Gorse Hill as a private property which is being used for public purposes. 

As the project has developed, Maya Lila has moved into public theatres, bringing

328 Heddon, Autobiography and Performance, 94.
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these ideas of “place” and “space” into relief. While erasing the obvious 

autobiographical connotations of the home, the inhabitation of public venues 

again points to ideas of the mobility of belonging and identities. In the 

performance at Greystones Gallery, the placement of Maya Lila in an arts centre 

appears to have made the work more accessible to a diverse audience from 

performers to local residents. In some sense, Maya Lila becomes more easily 

categorised as performance due to the location in arts centres, which might 

restrict the audience from reacting in more diverse ways. However, it also allows 

for greater clarity of the roles of audience and performer which might make the 

audience more at ease in making choices. The indoor performances also bring 

somatic movement into a public space, allowing a more immediate comparison 

between this approach and other performance forms that are more often seen in 

public -  highlighted by the moment between Davis and ballet-trained Banks at 

the Greystones Gallery.

The following photograph of the performance at Greystones Gallery in 

2009 shows the impact of the new context for Maya Lila, appearing to me very 

much as a contemporary dance performance. The varying physical rhythms, 

levels, shapes and spatial relationship show a sense of composition. Ramona 

Farrelly, the photographer and also the gallery manager, has captured the angle 

of the building with the sky and physical relationships between the dancers. Davis 

decided to open up the gallery doors and perform between the indoor and 

outdoor spaces as a way of maintaining contact with the elements. At this 

moment, all but one of the dancers are outside and the photographer has 

captured the interrelationship between natural and man-made elements -  the 

plants are potted, the flooring is made from timber. The human body is another 

prime example of the two -  at the same time impulse-driven and inculcated with 

patterned behaviour. Overall, the sky dominates, a changeable force which 

threatens rain that is invited into the performance landscape, scattering audience 

members when it comes down. Another aspect of the picture that strikes me is 

the pairing off of male and female. This was first year that male dancers took part 

in Maya Lila and in watching I am left with a feeling of tenacity. I am delighted 

with this opening out of the Maya Lila performances but at the same time
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nervous, shy, as I watch the performance unfolding, unfamiliar in these new 

spaces with new dancers.

It is interesting that the move into theatres comes alongside the balance in 

gender ratio. For most of the project, Maya Lila has occupied Davis’ home place 

with predominantly female dancers. In 2009, Maya Lila moved into arts venues, 

with three male and three female dancers and a male m u s i c i a n . N a n c y  

Armstrong discusses the gender division in the nineteenth century of public and 

private space, indicating that this still has lasting implications today. She 

suggests that “modern institutional cultures depend upon the separation of ‘the 

political’ from ‘the personal’ and that they produce and maintain this separation 

on the basis of gender -  the formation of masculine and feminine domains of 

c u l t u r e . T h e  use of therapeutic movement in Maya Lila has “personal” 

connotations, and perhaps the location in the home place reifies this gender 

division of personal and political. At the same time, if the domestic sphere has 

emerged as the space of female authority, perhaps Davis engages in the

329 In 2006, musician Nicholas Twilly sometimes joined the movement, although Davis notes that 
he only took part in some of the preparation/processing, see Davis, 2007a, 209-212.

Armstrong, “Some Call it Fiction: On the Politics of Domesticity” in Feminisms, ed. Warhol and 
Price Herndl, 920.

Greystones Gallery, photograph by Ramona Farrelly
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strategic use of the home place as a space for expressing the “personal”. This 

subversive approach of throwing open the personal to the public, means that 

Davis also challenges ideas that the personal and political can be separated. In 

displaying the personal space and material in a public forum, the performers and 

audience unsettle preconceived ideas about what should or should not be staged 

in public. The Gorse Hill venue also holds opportunities for awakening a new way 

of interacting with performance, particularly through the sensual qualities of the 

landscape. I could also add here that financial considerations may contribute to 

Davis placing this work in a home setting, with the benefits of housing and 

rehearsal space at Gorse Hill for the dancers, although there are considerable 

set-up and upkeep costs for the gardens and amphitheatre which Davis would 

not incur otherwise. Apart from practical considerations, does Davis re-imagine 

the home place as a zone where she can express a voice excluded from 

mainstream cultural institutions?

I argue that Davis has placed Maya Lila in a domestic setting for the 

security it offers her in creating new work, for both audience and performers alike. 

In my experience, the presentation of Maya Lila at Gorse Hill allows Davis to find 

a space where this work can safely enter the public forum. This is a trope that is 

familiar in women’s autobiography, where personal stories find an acceptable 

medium and context. Leslie Satin comments that “the history of women and 

autobiography is the history of women’s lack of access to the public forum and 

the multiple ways in which women have sought after and fought for that access, 

either through private texts or open arenas (acts of non-textual rebellion, or the 

making public of t e x t s ) . D a v i s  accesses the public forum for her work through 

making a private space public, using her domestic home place as a place for 

presenting her work. In addition, the trope of “non-textual rebellion” could be 

noted in Davis work through the body where public and private clearly meet. 

Perhaps it is in the zone of the home as performance space, the private space 

made public, that Davis has found that she can challenge modes of production 

and reception to develop her new work. The occupation of this private space for 

public purposes offers a position from which to assert the importance of the work.

Satin, “Being Danced Again: Meredith Monk; Reclaiming the Girlchild", Moving Words, ed. 
Morris, 129.
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where audience members must choose to travel from their familiar places of 

entertainment into Davis home place in order to access the performances.

In this sense, Gorse Hill can be considered a safe space for Davis to 

explore her nascent work, surrounded by family and friends who help out. Davis’ 

children take part in the organisation and documentation of the event, and her 

grandchildren are encouraged to develop a playful atmosphere. Performer Mary 

Nunan also discusses the need to gather supportive performers in Maya Lila. She 

states;

It’s quite vulnerable, it’s very new, so you would want to try as far as you 
possibly can to gather people around you that will actually come with you 
on the process. ‘Coming with’ doesn’t mean not question or challenge, but 
In a way that is supportive of the process. Some might be dismissive of it 
because it actually is very new territory.

Nunan emphasises that the performers try to balance a commitment to engage

with the work at the same time as maintaining the ability to question and reflect.

Gorse Hill also offers the performers a familiarity and engagement with the place

that an arts centre would not provide, due to the fact that they live, eat and

rehearse there every year. The familiar environment of home place provides a

supportive structure for the development of Maya Lila. Further, the hosts are

drawn from friends and colleagues who are interested in the work, and they act

as guides to other audience members. Davis cites the act of “hosting” as integral

to the whole performance event, including the welcoming of the audience, and

the supply of snacks and drinks in the sitting room. For her, these aspects of the

event are included as the audience is being asked to enter a chaotic, experiential

space in the performance itself. In this way, the home also offers the audience

members a safe space to take part in Maya Lila. This idea indicates the ritual

aspect of the performances, referencing Richard Schechner’s book, The Future

o f Ritual, from which Davis took the name “Maya Lila”. Schechner draws on the

work of Victor Turner and Arnold van Gennep, who described the phases of ritual

as moving from separation to liminality to reaggregation. Likewise, Maya Lila

employs these phases in separating the audience from place and roles, inviting

them to take part in a multi-sensory experience, and then returning them back

332 Nunan, in discussion with the author, March 2009.
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home. Perhaps the home place provides a safer space than a public arts venue 

in which to enact this ritual process.

However, Davis’ performance at her home could in fact be figured as 

exposing rather than safe. Dancer Penny Collinson notes on Davis that “her 

whole self was involved and she was doing it in her home as well ... she was 

offering something that she was still finding words for.”^̂  ̂While Davis states that 

she does not want to separate her life and art, this still leaves her more 

vulnerable as her personal life is clearly intertwined with the work. The domestic 

setting could also conjure up strong connotations for some participants, as 

Deirdre Heddon notes that “while home may be figured as safe and stable, it 

might also in reality be confining and l i m i t i n g . H e d d o n  gives the example of 

Bobby Baker’s work, a performer known for her explorations of the female role in 

the domestic setting. On Kitchen Show, which was first performed in Baker’s own 

kitchen, Heddon states that “the role of hospitality is one that seems to constrain 

and bind her; the fact that she must perform the entire show with one hand bound 

tightly only serves to reinforce this p e r c e p t i o n . T h e  home might not 

necessarily be experienced as a safe space for exploration, but rather a space of 

constriction. It can also be difficult for performers to live and work in the one place 

considering the intensity of the work, and Penny Collinson notes; “ I found it 

challenging at times, on a practical level. I found being out there for three weeks 

and being with everybody ... I know we all struggled with that at times, living 

together.”^̂ ®

Further, limiting the presentation of Maya Lila to Gorse Hill might isolate 

Davis’ work from contact with different audiences, and therefore the varied 

feedback which she seeks in developing her work. With the contestation of space 

by Davis’ neighbours, the idea of the home as a safe space for exploration has 

been tested. This move out of Gorse Hill has brought the possibility of finding a 

niche for the work outside the literal home place. The idea that the home is a 

locatable space has been upturned by more fluid notions of belonging and home, 

as Heddon suggests that “a sense of home, depending on one’s experiences,

Collinson, in discussion with the author, Septem ber 2009.
Heddon, 116.
Ibid., 119.
Collinson, in discussion with the author, Septem ber 2009.
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may lie in continual movement rather than a single place; home does not 

necessarily have to be tied to geographical territory.”^̂  ̂This is an area that Davis 

began to explore in 2009, in presenting her work at public spaces. The 

attendance of a more diverse audience brings new contexts and interactions to 

bear on the performances, such as the mirrors at the Dance House studio 

bringing up subtexts around body image and dance expectations. In presenting at 

arts centres, there is potential for meeting new audiences and linking with 

performance networks which might contribute to the work. At the same time, the 

arts spaces can evoke particular responses, and sometimes lessens audience 

interactivity. The audience is often absent from the photographs of the 

performances at Greystones Gallery, suggesting that the photographer/gallery 

manager Ramona Farrelly sees the dance rather than interaction as central to 

what she observed. During the performances at the gallery, the audience often 

huddled together at the edges of the space. When the performers entered the 

outdoor space, the audience began to take up the centre of the gallery space and 

move to look out at the balcony. When the performers entered the indoor space, 

however, the audience backed away to the edges of the room. Interaction 

seemed to happen from offers made by the performers through touch or words. 

At the same time, the audience were active in making decisions over their 

relationship with the work through where they placed themselves in space. The 

role of the audience in Maya Lila is questioned at the indoor spaces, where 

particular types of behaviour usually take place. In an inten/iew, Mary Nunan 

discussed her confusion over how the audience are expected to respond due to 

the psychotherapeutic, spiritual, and performance elements in Maya Lila. 

Perhaps it is through this questioning and instability that the work emerges rather 

than fixing the role of the audience.

As the first performance in a public venue, at Greystones Gallery I felt 

particularly nervous and hopeful that the audience could relate to the work. In the 

photograph below of that performance, I see the heads of two dancers touching 

among the branches. Joan reaches behind her head and places a palm on 

Simon’s skull. He tilts in, hand arching under her arm and reaching out to hold 

her wrist. For me, this evokes a feeling of intimacy and sensitivity, as I witness

Heddon, 116.
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the gentleness of touch between a man and a woman. Linking this gesture to its 

wider meaning, this could represent the tentative contact between performers 

and audience in Maya Lila. It also reveals the personal in a public space, as I feel 

uncertain about the exposure of Maya Lila in public spaces. In this instance, my 

personal response comes from the collective field, a situation that is common to 

performances at both Gorse Hill and indoor venues. At the same time, the 

differing contexts bring up new issues and responses, allowing Maya Lila to 

develop in new directions.

Simon Whitehead and Joan Davis at Greystones Gallery, photograph by Ramona
Farrelly

Flanerie in Maya Lila

A central part of the Maya Lila performances is the freedom for the 

audience to wander in the performance landscape. At Gorse Hill, participants 

stroll through the gardens, as configurations of bodies in space form and 

disperse. Children are encouraged to play, while family pets roam the area,
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lending an atmosphere of chaos, playfulness and exploration. Participants are 

Invited to take their own route, to stop and look at the art works, to admire the 

landscape, to watch others moving, to sit and rest. In the amphitheatre, more 

traditional roles of performer and spectator appear to be enacted through the 

layout of the space. The audience are guided to find a place to sit at the outer 

edge of the circle, and watch as the performers move in the central stage space. 

At the same time, the audience can also stay in the gardens rather than enter the 

amphitheatre, or leave the circle if they choose to do so. The performers also 

decide when to perform or not, as they move between sitting and dancing in the 

amphitheatre. This movement of bodies creates a landscape of ephemeral 

interactions, based on the concomitant choices of others in space. As described 

above, this is also a part of the indoor performances, although these new venues 

bring different expectations around the possibilities for moving in space.

As discussed earlier, the choice of placing Maya Lila at Gorse Hill also 

highlights the marglnallty of the performances and the need to develop a 

supportive audience In a safe space before venturing out into the public 

performance domain. Melissa Sihra suggests that location is important to female 

theatre-makers for this reason. In her edited collection Women in Irish Drama, 

she notes that “perhaps unsurprisingly given that women have been marginalised 

from Irish theatre history and practice, a concern with location plays an important 

role.”^̂ ® Travel and movement seem particularly apt as metaphors for Davis’ 

dance history, considering the need for mobility across national borders to gain 

training and mentors for developing a contemporary dance practice in Ireland. 

Sihra also argues that women in Irish theatre have sought to push boundaries to 

create forms that shift frames of perceiving the world, challenging patriarchal 

mechanics of narrative. In this sense, Davis could be considered as 

“renegotiating the very frame of the ‘real’ and pre-ordained social structures’’^̂ ® 

through including the mobility of bodies in space, re-ordering structures of making 

performance, shifting restrictions and allowing changing perspectives to be 

gained during the performances. This trope of wandering and mobility in Maya 

Lila also connects with the idea of movement of people and goods in globalised

338 Sihra, Introduction: Figures at the Window”, Women in Irish Drama: A Century of Authorship 
and Representation, 12.

Ibid.
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societies, which began to emerge dunng the industrialisation of the modern city. 

New experiences of moving among crowds and the ensuing alienation from local 

space and community during the modern era have been highlighted in a 

postmodern age. The desire for mobility could also be linked to a need for 

physical space, where space has become a premium commodity in urban centres 

and Maya Lila explores this on its head by inviting groups to move in the 

spacious gardens at Gorse Hill.

This ambulant aspect of the performances can be drawn out further by 

comparison with the flaneur, described in the work of Charles Baudelaire’s during 

the nineteenth century and later developed by Walter Benjamin. While the flaneur 

in Baudelaire’s work appears to extol the pleasures of the dandy, with whom the 

writer has been identified, it also has been suggested that the flaneur represents 

the changes experienced duhng that period. Baudelaire described this character 

of modern life as one who relished the fleeting and changing images that he 

observed as he strolled through the crowds. He comments that “for the perfect 

flaneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set up house in the 

heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the 

fugitive and the infinite.” '̂‘° The flaneur makes his home among these ephemeral 

environments, crossing public and private. But the flaneur is also the artist or 

poet, who records these experiences, reflecting on the flow of people and 

impersonal encounters in trams, shopping zones and so on. In this way, he 

becomes more than the bourgeois dilettante absorbed in his own pleasures, but 

rather is characterised by his negotiation of the changes wrought on social and 

cultural life during modernisation. As a result, Chris Jenks proposes that flanerie 

is in fact an analytical methodology for understanding the effects of urban life, 

noting that:

The flaneur is not just Baudelaire, though undoubtedly he strolled through 
the boulevards, it is not a descriptive category of that group of the Parisian 
bourgeoisie who, like Baudelaire, had the time, provided through material 
comfort, to walk and watch and gain interest and entertainment from the 
public spectacle...The flaneur, though grounded in everyday life, is an 
analytic form, a narrative device, an attitude towards knowledge and its 
social context.^"*^

Baudelaire, The Painter of Modem Life and Other Essays, 9.
Jenks, “Watching Your Step: The History and Practice of the Flaneur"', in Visual Culture, 148.
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It is in this sense that I hope to use the tool of the flaneur for reflecting on the 

practice of mobility of Maya Lila, laying bare the paradoxes inherent in this role 

and how this might inform an understanding of the relationship between Maya 

Lila and space.

While risking the removal of the historical specificity of the flaneur from 

nineteenth century Paris, the flaneur can also shed light on the increased flow 

and mobility of people in a globalised society. The character of the flaneur is 

often drawn on in writing about performance that encourages the mobility of 

audience and performers, particularly in public spaces. Flanerie can be linked to 

work such as that of Wrights and Sights, a collection of artist-researchers who 

construct “Mis-guides” or maps that mix fact and fiction in order to offer new ways 

for audiences to discover the landscape. Simon Whitehead who has danced in 

Maya Lila for two years can also be considered a flaneur, with his nomadic 

performances which are documented in the book Walking to Work. I suggest that 

the flaneur is a useful notion in understanding how and why mobility is included in 

Maya Lila, reflecting the ephemeral choreography that unfolds between bodies 

that form in space and crossing the paradigms of public and private. This stroller 

in Maya Lila is caught up with the influence of capital with the resulting impact on 

time and space, while also reacting against global capitalism. The flaneur also 

provides a means of articulating the movement experience in Maya Lila beyond 

using the term “improvisation”, which holds connotations of certain performance 

forms. Although the flaneur emerged within a particular historical context, I draw 

on flanerie as a framework for examining the mobility and flow of bodies in space 

in Maya Lila, rather than equating the two as the same.

Baudelaire described the flaneur as one who becomes part of the crowd 

but also keeps separate from it, so that he can observe and reflect on the flow of 

life. While not advocating the separation of the participant from the surrounding 

environment, Davis also attempts to stimulate the reflective or witnessing 

capacity of participants within this flow. Often it is the experience of being in- 

between roles in Maya Lila that provokes this sensibility. The performers are 

audience at times, while the audience become performers. The audience also 

have to negotiate their place between spectator, witness, and participant, offering 

a sense of being part of but also separate from proceedings. This state of being
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in-between provokes reflection and questioning of encounters and perceptions 

along with offering many perspectives from which to interpret or gain insight from 

the experience. It also links in with the experience of loss which can be 

considered part of the flaneur role. Baudelaire’s flaneur was encountering a 

seismic shift in and loss of a way of life. Inhabiting the crowds provokes a sense 

of alienation from relationship, community, status and identity, as ephemeral 

interactions replace the importance of community and relationship with locality. 

Baudelaire’s writing celebrates the flaneur in depicting this expehence of city life 

at the same time as enacting the resulting alienation and loneliness involved in 

the role of participant-observer, provoked by the sense of depersonalisation 

among the masses. At times in Maya Lila, I notice my sense of loneliness at 

being inside and outside, being part of and separate from, the crowd. This has 

also become integral to my experience of hosting at performances, as I have 

tracked feelings of ease and discomfort in this role between “insider” and 

“outsider”.

“Dressing” at Dance House, photograph by Paul Harris

As a host, I have felt caught between the worlds of performer and 

audience. The role involves attending preparatory sessions with Davis and the 

other dancers, so that the host becomes part of an internal circle, familiar with the 

order of events. The host also acts as a model and guide to the audience,
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participating much like an audience member but often stimulating audience 

participation. I recall taking on the task of stimulating the senses at Gorse Hill, 

holding out some strands of herbs and flowers as audience members passed by. 

In making contact with the audience, I try to be non-invasive -  reaching and 

offering, but allowing audience members to come closer and approach me. At 

times I feel self conscious and wonder if the audience are frightened or disturbed 

by my contact with them, and at other times, I immerse myself in the sensory 

experience as a fellow audience member, taking in the aromas of the flowers and 

herbs. After an indoor performance in Dance House in 2010, I wrote down my 

physical responses to hosting, as a means of tracking the complexities of the 

role. At the start of one performance, I noticed that my head was withdrawn, chin 

tucked in as I listened to the psychopomp as storyteller. I became rigid, like one 

block all fused together as I wondered how the audience were enjoying the 

performance so far. Following this, I helped the audience to interact with the 

installation at Dance House, picking up pieces of wood and glass, allowing nny 

finger tips feel the texture of the wood, rough and bumpy. I started breathing 

more freely as my limbs eased out. I then noticed the audience slowly unfurling 

from the edge of the room into the centre and making contact with the installation 

materials. As we moved into the phase of dressing, I offered a young girl a 

“necklace” from natural material to try on. She said “yes” but her eyes looked 

away and again the feeling of discomfort came back as I was lost between 

deciding whether to put the necklace on her or leave her alone. My experiences 

as a host fluctuate between facilitator, intruder, insider, and outsider. Baudelaire’s 

description of the flaneur brings me to consider this role of being part of but 

separate from the crowd, participating and observing. While I also wander 

through the space, experiencing mobility and sensorial engagement, I also 

experience the flanerie of reflection, separation, observation.

Walter Benjamin’s flaneur is intimately linked with the impact of capitalism 

and commodity fetishism on modern life. Benjamin studied and translated 

Baudelaire’s writings, and later developed his perspective on the flaneur, 

exposing the impact of Marxist thought on his writing. Howard Eiland and Kevin 

McLaughlin note that “he was interested in the unsettling effects of incipient high 

capitalism on the most intimate areas of life and work -  especially as reflected in
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the work of art (its composition, its dissemination, its r e c e p t i o n ) . O n e  the one 

hand, the flaneur wandered through the shopping mall, the markets, and the 

cafes, taking pleasure in his surroundings and recording his impressions in his 

artworks or poetry. On the other hand, the city became a machine of domination, 

order, productive working forces, challenging the idea that the flaneur cou\d freely 

move within this sphere and produce work outside the capitalist system. Like 

Foucault’s writing on discipline which I discussed earlier, modern life is 

characterised by the ordering of space and activities in institutions such as 

prisons, schools and hospitals. Chris Jenks notes that since the industhalisation 

of the modern era, “people are spatialised, divided, subdivided, clustered and 

therefore, more readily p r o c e s s e d . W i t h i n  these boundaries and borders, the 

flaneur attempts to reappropriate the city but is contained within the spaces and 

crowds created by emerging capitalism of modern industrialisation. Spaces for 

wandering became more and more restricted by the imposition of traffic, and 

architecture designed to support the primary activities of production and 

consumption, such as the factory and the shopping mall. Tester argues that 

“flanerie is a harking back and a nostalgia for a slower and more definite 

w o r l d . T h e  f/aneur wanders at a leisurely pace through the shopping arcades 

of Paris, as a response to the increasing pressures on the crowds to become an 

efficient and controllable force under the restraints of time and space in the city. 

Along with the dandy, Benjamin also describes other figures who take up 

mendicant lifestyles at the edge of society as flaneur figures, such as the 

“sandwich man” or billboard holder.^"*^ The flaneur is a figure of isolation and 

alienation, whose mobility and irregularity sits uneasily within the mechanism of 

the purposeful city. David Ferris notes that “poet and ragpicker are both figures of 

isolation, experience exclusion, sympathize with revolt, move in the world with a 

halting step.” "̂® The flaneur browses the world of commodities, at the same time 

as resisting the ideas of progress and production inherent in capitalism. The 

contradictions of the flaneur are apparent in the paradoxes of Benjamin’s 

understanding of the subject in the industrialised city.

Eiland and McLoughlin, “Translator’s foreword”, in The Arcades Project, ix.
Jenks, “Watching Your Step: The History and Practice of the Flaneur", in Visual Culture, 144.
Tester, The Flaneur, 15.
See Buck-Morss, “The Flaneur, the Sandwichman and the Whore; The Politics of Loitering”, 

New German Critique 39 (1986); 99-140
Ferris, The Cambridge Introduction to Walter Benjamin, 124.
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Benjamin’s writing offers a way in to understanding Maya Lila in its 

contradictions of operating within and in response to the impact of capitalism on 

life in an era of globalisation. The Parisian arcades were a space within which the 

flaneur could observe the crowds at the same time as avoiding the circulation of 

traffic and the restrictions or dangers it imposed on his t r a v e l s . I n  Maya Lila, 

the flaneur is both removed from the noisy and agitated metropolis, at the same 

time as exploring the aesthetic possibilities in the flow of bodies that modern life 

brought to light. Particularly, morphing relationships and ephemeral encounters 

are explored in the movement of groups within the performances. Because of 

their fluid nature, the Maya Lila performances appear to resist commodification, 

while the audience are not charged entry fees and are often asked to share 

transport and food. At the same time, funding has to be obtained in order to stage 

the event, and commodities are consumed during the process of making and 

attending the performances. There is also a limited sense of “freedom” in the idea 

that the audience must move within the frame of the Gorse Hill gardens rather 

than wandering into the surrounding precincts. Even the nearby “cliff walk” has 

signs warning visitors not to pass certain areas, a reminder of the policing of 

space demarking property ownership and also the fear of an emerging “suing 

culture”. Despite the boundaries for mobility in the performances, the pleasure of 

the body for itself in Maya Lila rather than for the production of regulated 

outcomes still provides a challenge to other models of theatre-making in a 

capitalist society.^''® At the same time, the idleness of the flaneur can be 

questioned, as Benjamin notes that the poet enters the market-place to observe 

but also seeking out markets for his work. Bruce Mazlish comments that “he is 

the ‘dandy’, protesting with his sometimes feigned idleness the bourgeois work 

ethic and clinging to the remnants of an aristocratic aura, but now forced to go on 

the market.” '̂̂ ® It is not possible for the artist to maintain complete separation 

from the market, and the “treadmill” of production. The work ethic and discipline

See Tester, “Introduction” in The Flaneur, 15
348 On the pleasure of the body as a means to counter capitalist production in Butoh performance, 
see Curtin, “Recovering the Body and Expanding the Boundaries of Self in Japanese Butoh”, 
Contemporary Theatre Review 20, no. 1 (2010): 58.

Mazlish, “The Flaneur, from Spectator to Representation” in The Flaneur, ed. Tester, 47. See 
also Benjamin, “Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century”, in The Writer of Modern Life: 
Essays of Charles Baudelaire, 40
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in Maya Lila along with the necessity to work quickly due to limited funding belies 

a resistance to progressive time.

The flaneur exists between public and private, as he is at home in the 

public space of the streets. Benjamin notes that “the street becomes a dwelling 

place for the flaneur; he is as much at home among house facades as a citizen is 

within his four w a l l s . L i k e w i s e ,  the performers and audience in Maya Lila 

negotiate the boundaries of public and private, as they engage in personal 

experience surrounded by passing individuals engaged in their own somatic 

activities. Like object relations, the public space is used for private ruminations 

and creations from perceptions. This can be seen in my descriptions of sensory 

experiences and personal responses within the Maya Lila environment. For 

example, revisiting my experience of the Willow and Mirror tunnel described in 

chapter two, I note down some of my sensory and emotional experiences;

Recalling now my tingling toes as I watch one performer reach out of the 
tunnel and grasp the bark of the tree, almost within touching distance. 
Feeling my own resting palms, the smell of bark, a smile crossing my lips 
as I wait and wonder what will happen next. I move on. The whole front of 
my body is opening out, wide open eyes and palms fascinated with the 
brittle sheep skulls hanging on the willow. My eyes rove around to catch 
sight of a dancer on the ground and feel a deep weight taking over my 
body as I want to sink down beside her, smelling the soil, smudging my 
hands and clothes ... but I stop as I meet a colleague, breath rising into 
my chest, I am chattering in an effort to soothe his fright at seeing the 
skulls.^^^

Here, my somatic experience comes from interacting with the environment, 

strolling around, looking, touching, reflecting. The internal sensory-emotional 

experience is my focus in this public environment. Parkhurst Ferguson suggests 

that the historical flaneur had the choice of either becoming “enmeshed in the 

snares of mercantile capitalism or withdrawn in s o l i t u d e . I n  Maya Lila, Davis 

attempts to withdraw into reflection on impulses and responses, through inviting 

participants to experience this in the public format of performance. In fact, Maya 

Lila emerged from the private showing of Authentic Movement in her therapeutic 

and creative “tribals”, which she sought to share with a wider group. Through 

crossing public and private, she hoped to find a wider meaning for the work, like

Benjamin, “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire”, in The Writer of Modern Life, 68.
Author s notes.
Parkhurst Ferguson, 39.
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the flaneur “who is driven out of the private and into the public by his own search 

for meaning.

Maggie Harvey and Mary Nunan, Greystones Gallery, photograph by Ramona
Farrelly

While flanerie suggests random encounters and experiences, the choice 

and perspectives created by the flaneur “frames” these happenings in the art 

form. The private landscape is therefore also made public (and the public made 

private or personal) through the flaneur’s works of art, replicated in how the 

performers in Maya Lila compose performances from the surrounding landscape. 

This idea of composition from the Authentic Movement form can be observed 

from the above photograph. During the performance at Greystones Gallery, one 

of the dancers found a wooden ladder on the balcony. She inverted its upright 

position to create a horizontal post from one side of the balcony to the other. This 

created a new playing space for the dancers. In this picture, Maggie is seated 

under the shade of the ladder-bridge, while Mary hangs from the ladder-tree and 

reaches for Maggie’s knee. It is the lines of this photograph that draw me in: the 

horizontal line of the wooden ladder, the diagonal of Mary’s arms, the triangle of 

Maggie’s knee against her leg, the vertical of lines of the surrounding 

architecture. I am responding to both the composition of the dancer’s bodies in

Tester, 2.
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space and the photographer’s perspective of this image. Aesthetically, it is 

pleasing to find some form even in this changing landscape. However, in seeing 

this level of composition, I wonder about the randomness of the event, like the 

flaneur poet who frames what he sees in the passing landscape. Certain 

elements are chosen by the dancer and the photographer, selecting and creating 

a perspective on the morphing landscape. In my memory of the performances, I 

also re-create freeze frames or short movement sequences of dynamic moments, 

contrasting the ephemeral interactions of the crowds with the desire for some 

longer-lasting effect. While Maya Lila is a shifting choreography, the flaneur is 

attempting to make some meaning that extends beyond the transience of 

contemporary life. This perhaps also redeems the flaneur-poe\. from the role of 

voyeur, showing “the desire of such literary work to shock and to awaken the 

public consciousness to the socially generated and socially reproduced evils 

within, and to the threats subsequently presented to a stable civil society.”^̂ '* 

Although the shock in Maya Lila might not be the “evils” of society, it does 

attempt to highlight impact of contemporary life in our lack of community and 

contact with nature, the elements and seasonal cycles.

Although the flaneur cannot escape the restrictions of participating in a 

capitalist system, this effect of shock is hoped to stimulate a reflection on 

contemporary life. The difficulty lies in the labyrinthine qualities of the city. The 

street became a labyrinth of endless desires, which could consume the flaneur. 

Like the labyrinthine Willow and Mirror tunnel, the audience wanders around the 

structure, offered sensual pleasure to consume -  linked with the assimilative 

organs earlier in the chapter. However, the idea of assimilation or digestion also 

evokes the reflective aspect of the word, which Davis attempts to stimulate in the 

performances. Benjamin says of Baudelairean flanerie that “the deepest 

fascination of this spectacle lay in the fact that, even as it intoxicated him, it did 

not blind him to the horrible social reality.”^̂  ̂This reality of the capitalist city was 

the contradiction of the dream world of the commodity with the realities of 

poverty, crime and decay of people living in packed dwellings against the

Jenks, 152.
Benjamin, “The Paris of the Second Empire in Baudelaire”, 89.
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backdrop of anonymity and invisibility.^^® It is through the negotiation of 

contradictory roles and juxtaposed encounters, the flaneur is hoped to 

encounters paradoxical experiences which awaken him from the dream. The 

contradictions are many, including public/private, idleness/production, sensual 

pleasure/mindful reflection. Within these experiences of oppositions, Benjamin 

proposes that the flaneur experiences the shock of paradoxical experience in 

“dialectical images” or “dialectical thinking”. Beatrice Hannsen notes that 

Benjamin is “calling for a dialectical moment of awakening, a rude shock-like 

awakening that snatched the sleeper out of his enveloping v i s i o n s . T h e  

operation of dialectical experience can be seen in Maya Lila, for example, in the 

presentation of personal somatic material in a public context, or placing a public 

performance in a domestic setting. Davis’ desire to lift the audience out of their 

everyday perception in order to reflect on life through dialectical images is also 

seen in her juxtaposing of “ordinary” and “non-ordinary” realities in the 

performances. Trying on a scarf made from seaweed, or meeting a boy holding a 

camcorder while covered in bones, brings the participant to experience a jolt of 

perception. While this might not be in the sense of the “horrible social reality” of 

nineteenth century Paris, it does remind the viewer of the repercussions of a 

globalised society on the Irish population. This may only have become 

particularly pertinent in an Irish context since the 1960s due the country’s 

programme for economic expansion and more recently, the Celtic Tiger.

Jenks, 150.
Hannsen, “Introduction: Physiognomy of a Flaneur”, in Walter Benjamin and The Arcades 

Project, 11.
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Dressed in bones, Gorse Hill, photograph by Emma Meehan

At the performance in this photograph, Davis’ eldest grandson had taken 

on the role of filmmaker as he wandered through the Willow and Mirror Tunnel. I 

see him seated on the ground, covered in bones that had been scattered around 

the gardens -  a cow’s pelvis on his head, and long rib bones cover his body. I am 

struck by the contrast between the camcorder wielding younger generation and 

Davis’ attempt to bring people in contact with natural objects, with their ecological 

“ancestors” of grass, bones, and dead fronds. I am reminded of the life cycle -  

Joan, her children, her grandchildren, and those who went before. The dead 

bones are placed on the live bones fleshed out on the boy. The live grass, the 

dead grass. There is also an image of death and reproduction in the photograph I 

have taken which Barthes describes as the “return of the dead”.̂ ®̂ My act of 

documenting and descnbing Davis’ work also attempts to preserve the 

performances in a way that maintains some life for the viewer so that they can 

bring their observations to work -  again another type of life-death cycle. The 

dialectic image of the boy jolted me as a viewer to reflect on my perception of 

events, particularly the ideas of life and death cycles in an “age of mechanical 

reproduction”. Maya Lila is both an acknowledgement of and elegy of loss caused

Barthes, Camera Lucida, 9.



by the changes of social interaction and how this has affected the artwork in 

contemporary society.

It is often through the alteration of spatial relationships between audience 

and performers in Maya Lila that participants encounter startling experiences, 

further shaking up perceptions. As described at the start of the chapter, I am led 

from my standing position at Greystones Gallery out onto the balcony. At any 

point I could stop, but I decide to continue and find myself walking up a ladder 

holding Davis’ hand. Through taking part, I find ways to adapt to sudden and 

unexpected events. While I am aware that I am participating in a performance 

rather than everyday life, this setting allows me to engage in “real” activities 

materialised through the body which I would not usually act upon in other 

situations. This provokes an active responsiveness to our experiences and 

perceptions, offering opportunities to explore contact and intimacy. This reflects, 

again, the ephemeral interactions of modern life but at the same time, indicates 

the isolation from contact inherent in apartment blocks, airports, train stations, 

and even theatre spaces.

However, while Davis invites the audience to stroll and take different 

positions, this does not always happen. At Gorse Hill, the audience usually 

participate in some flanerie in the gardens, although some participants are more 

comfortable with this than others. More recently, the spaces at arts centres do not 

always provide the opportunities for mobility and the juxtaposition of dialectical 

images that Davis seeks in her performances. At the Courthouse Arts Centre in 

Tinahely, the main room is bordered by four wooden pillars with a shallow stage 

to the rear of the room. Davis decided to use the central floor area for dancing 

and chairs were scattered around the edge of the space. She added a few more 

chairs onto the stage and upstairs on the balcony, to offer different levels and 

perspectives. The audience appeared to be made up of local people who attend 

the arts centre regularly, perhaps as a way of meeting the other locals. As the 

performance progressed, I wandered up to the balcony to watch Simon 

performing, spinning a chair on one leg. No one followed me upstairs, preferring 

to stay seated around the main performance space. At one point Maggie 

wrapped her arms around a pillar and pulled her body close to it, while Mary
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extended her arms around her. To me, they were holding tight to the secure, 

familiar, and sturdy -  like the audience in the space.

Maggie Harvey and Mary Nunan at the Courthouse Arts Centre, Tinahely,
photograph by Leslie Davis

From their place of security -  the seats -  the audience seemed to be able 

to interact, watch attentively, make comments, and laugh. However, eventually a 

human chain started to form, as one dancer held fast to a pillar and a chair. 

Another dancer pulled the chair and reached out, joined by an audience member, 

eventually forming a line reaching out towards the hallway. Each venue brings 

with it its own habits, codes and expectations which inform the performances. At 

times, these arts centres reproduce systems of interaction through their spatial 

layout, stimulating their expectations to become seated spectators. In placing 

Maya Lila at Gorse Hill, the opportunities for interaction and playful behaviour are 

opened up by the outdoor setting and organisation of space. At the same time, 

Davis clearly sets out to alter audience expectations at the indoor performances 

through providing opportunities for interaction, such as the human chain of 

dancers and audience members. In effect, it is the juxtaposition of the perceived 

restrictions on behaviour with the possibility for mobility and interaction that 

produce the dynamic drama in Maya Lila.
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Audience and performers at the Courthouse Arts Centre, Tinahely, photograph by
Leslie Davis

Davis hopes that the new perspectives encountered in Maya Lila can allow 

the participants to respond in playful and surprising ways, or to reflect on 

normative patterns of response. Benjamin notes that “dialectical thinking is the 

organ of historical awakening. Every epoch, in fact, not only dreams the one to 

follow but, in dreaming, precipitates its a w a k e n i n g . M a y a  Lila provides 

opportunities for the gardens, installation, amphitheatre and even public venues 

to be utilised in creative ways as participants are offered opportunities to embody 

new behavioural possibilities within the performative space. This is a form of 

shifting choreography, as the relationship between the bodies of the performers 

and audience in space make patterns and disperse. The revolutionary possibility 

of the flaneur role is indicated in this work -  instead of creating fixed patterns, the 

choreography is left open to changing patterns. The Maya Lila training works with 

the idea of re-patterning, where participants develop the capacity to respond to 

changing situations. While new “patterns” can be taken on in BMC and Authentic 

Movement practice, these are adopted in individual ways by participants. Each 

person has a different psycho-physical make up and environmental contexts

Benjamin, “Paris, the Capital of the Nineteenth Century” in The Writer of Modern Life: Essays 
of Charles Baudelaire, ed. Jennings, 45.
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within which they can modify pattems. Through exposing the participant at the 

Maya Lila workshops to a variety of patterns, this opens up the repertoire of 

available movements and allows them to build on this movement awareness to 

make a wider number of choices. The “choreography” in Maya Lila also works on 

shifting frames and perspectives so that the audience member becomes aware of 

the possibilities for change. Daghdha Dance Company from Limerick articulate a 

similar approach in their work, stating that such open choreography is capable of 

“shedding light on the illusion of static frames, questioning and exposing the 

validity of existing frames ... We can create and facilitate the conditions for 

something to happen, for patterning and re-patterning to occur.”^^° Rather than 

“disciplining” bodies, Davis tries to alter the way that choreographies are made 

and perceived through including elements of chance and choice in the work. At 

the same time, a structure needs to be introduced in order to restructure the 

frames of perception so that participants can try out new patterns within a playful 

environment. This is the paradoxical principle of the therapeutic “container” where 

a structure provides boundaries within which to safely explore material and 

integrate new experiences.

While the idea of flanerie sheds light on the attitudes to mobility in Maya 

Lila, it refers to an urban experience of the landscape. Gorse Hill and most of the 

indoor performance spaces could be considered suburban or even rural. 

However, with the sprawling of the urban centre and workers commuting every 

day from well beyond Greystones, the area exists in relation to the urban centre 

for many inhabitants. As Edward Soja notes that “urbanization was a summative 

metaphor for the spatialization of modernity and the strategic ‘planning’ of 

everyday life that has allowed capitalism to survive, to reproduce successfully its 

essential relations of p r o d u c t i o n . M a y a  Lila includes the journey through Bray 

and the neighbouring apartment blocks at the entrance to Gorse Hill, which 

clearly represents the expanding urbanisation of the area. While Greystones is 

not a cityscape, the landscape can be considered as urbanised in its relations 

with capitalist production. As mentioned earlier, the flaneur can also exists both in 

relationship with and at a remove from industrialised and mechanised society

Klein, Valk and Gormly in Book o f Recommendations: Choreography as an Aesthetics o f 
Change, 12.

Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion o f Space in Critical Social Theory, 50.
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(within the “arcades” and through his acts of resistance to progress) while 

reflecting on the effects of urbanisation. The withdrawal into Gorse Hill provides a 

space for exploring the shifting perspectives and juxtaposed experiences of 

contemporary life at a remove that allows the participant to develop a perspective 

on this process.

Janet Wolff suggests that the urban landscape in the nineteenth century 

was a male domain, so that flanerie was a male-dominated activity. Prostitution 

and the appearance of women in shopping centres have been put fonA/ard as 

examples of female flanerie. However, this form of flanerie allows women only 

limited mobility in public spaces, and does not account for the appropriation of 

space and idea of resistance embodied by the male flaneur. Wolff notes that “the 

literature of modernity, describing fleeting, anonymous, ephemeral encounters of 

life in the metropolis, mainly accounts for the experiences of men. It ignores the 

concomitant separation of public and private spheres from the mid-nineteenth 

century, and the increasing segregation of the sexes around that separation. 

Here, again, we return to the gender division of public and private space, with 

public space assigned to male activity. Maya Lila, on the other hand, uses the 

domestic space of Gorse Hill as a field for flanerie, breaking down the 

male/female roles in space through the activity. The flaneur has also been 

particularly characterised by the act of “looking”, which has been connected to 

the idea of the “male gaze”. As he strolls through the city, he watches the 

passers-by as they take part in their day to day living. Lena Hammergren 

comments that;

Visual penetration has always been the crucial element in the activities of 
the flaneur...Now, these looks, glances, gazes, peeps, stares, and 
observations all seem to support the notion that seeing is equated with 
acquiring and mastering knowledge, but I intend to extend and alter the 
metaphors of vision and to progress from observing in the mind to 
observing and responding in the flesh.

Hammergren uses the term “flaneuse" to describe the embodied experience of

movement in space. This is in order to overturn the primary focus on visual

engagement in flanerie and also to refute the dominance of masculine terms to

Wolff, “The Invisible Flaneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity”, Theory, Culture and 
Society 2, no. 3 (1985); 37.

Hammergren, “The Re-turn of the Flaneuse", in Corporealities, ed. Foster, 54.
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stand in for all subjects. Wolff suggests that the flaneuse meanders through 

space and playfully interacts with the whole body and not just the eyes. This 

relates to Davis’ approach which encourages a somatic experiencing rather than 

concentrating on the visual input alone. The internal space of the body becomes 

linked to the external performance space, as Davis explores how the cells of the 

body interact with the living environment in Maya Lila. The flaneuse at Gorse Hill 

is encouraged to cultivate a bodily relationship with the world of images, sounds, 

smells, tastes, touch and movement. Rather than standing back to observe, the 

flaneuse becomes part of the living environment and thereby the performance. 

The layout of space at Gorse Hill has been developed in order to be particularly 

stimulating for the audience, who may choose whether to play instruments, 

weave threads, move in front of mirrors, or open boxes to reveal surprises. Both 

in the kinaesthetic experience of moving and the sensory choices available, it is 

hoped that the participant will become absorbed in multi-sensory experience 

rather than simply looking. With the move into arts centres, Davis brings a 

somatic approach to public spaces, contrasting with the “visual penetration” 

usually associated with traditional dance forms. As mentioned earlier, Davis has 

brought materials such as crunchy leaves, egg shells, scented flowers and bags 

of soil to the indoor performance spaces which she has offered to the audience. 

The interactivity of the performers and audience also seems to develop the 

capacity for experiencing rather than just looking. For example, when my hands 

were lifted or when I was guided up the ladder at Greystones Gallery, I felt 

sensations and physical reactions produced through the proximity and 

unpredictability of the dancers.

The concept of the flaneur conjures up ideas of an individual moving 

according to free will, making choices about where to look and wander with no 

restrictions. Although the flaneur is a mobile character, he emerges from within 

societal and cultural constraints. Likewise, although Davis tries to re-order space 

and therefore movement possibilities, limitations occur within the choices that can 

be made by the subject. Judith Butler discusses the limits of the material body 

which are produced through regulatory practices, and suggests that it is precisely 

through the exposure of these practices that agency may occur. She states that 

“if there is agency, it is to be found, paradoxically, in the possibilities opened up in
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and by that constrained appropriation of the regulatory law, by the materialization 

of that law, the compulsory appropriation of and identification with those 

normative demands.” ®̂'* While Butler particularly focuses on the normative roles 

of gender, this idea can equally be applied to the operation of normative 

behaviours more generally in Maya Lila. As a participant, I am confronted with the 

restraints of behaviour, based on gender, culture or other factors, within a setting 

that invites more diverse responses. Normative behaviour could be undermined 

where the participant meets his or her inability to respond to the invitation to act. 

At times, audience members can experience discomfort in responding to the 

active participation in Maya Lila. The performers also struggle with the contact 

with audience members, questioning the limits of interaction. Dancer Henry 

Montes discusses his anxiety about the transition between the gardens and 

amphitheatre, when he comments that “you just have to stay with your feelings of 

feeling awkward.

As a host in Dance House, I sensed that audience members occasionally 

did not want to interact, like when I offered a “necklace” to an audience member 

as I described earlier. At the performance in Tinahely in 2009, I witnessed my 

discomfort at the participation of one audience who was chatting loudly and 

making comments, as I found this form of interaction jarring with the listening and 

receptivity developed in somatic practices. At another performance in Dance 

House in 2010, I also noticed my inability to act and the reflections this provoked 

for me. Audience members were invited by Davis as the storyteller to help move 

a large tree installation at the centre of the room. The wooden structure was 

adjusted and the audience members sat down again. However, one audience 

member stayed standing. I sat on the edge of my seat, wondering what might 

happen. I noticed one of the dancers standing still as her eyes darted to see him.

I started to identify with this man at the centre of the space, standing alone. I 

wanted the dancers to join him, to feel a sense of belonging between these 

people in the space. However, in Authentic Movement, the performers are 

responsible for staying aligned with their own impulses for movement or stillness 

rather than intentionally supporting others, unlike contact improvisation. Although,

Butler, Bodies That Matter, 12.
Montes, in discussion with the author, August 2009.
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the audience are invited to participate in the performance and explore the limits of 

play, I felt unable to get up and make the contact with the man at the centre of 

the space, or offer an indication that I supported him. After what seemed like a 

long time, the man moved towards his chair at the edge of the circle. As 

individuals in Maya Lila, performers and audience meet both their desire for 

interaction and need for separation at different times. Participants might find that 

they are able to align their actions with their impulses or not, all in the public 

sphere of the performance space. As I watched the man at the centre of the 

space in Dance House, I created my own narrative around a desire for 

interaction. I don’t know if the man or performers also wished for this or if they 

were following their impulses for separation. However, I did not act but rather 

witnessed my own impulses and desires while watching.

Audience and performers moving the tree installation. Dance House, photograph
by Paul Harris

The transformative possibility of Maya Lila lies in the recognition of gaps, 

restrictions, instabilities, repressions and patterns of behaviour within an 

environment. Again, the act of witnessing in Maya Lila is important here, where 

the participants are invited to become aware of how they are interacting with the 

work. As noted earlier, at Greystones Gallery, a dancer guides me to move my
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hands in a figure of eight in the air, although I let go of the movement as soon as 

I become aware of the audience watching. As an audience member I feel self- 

conscious about being watched, even though I am a performer who is regularly 

prepared to present myself before an audience. In this way, I am brought to 

consider that my role in a particular situation influences how I behave. As an 

audience member at Maya Lila, I contemplate both my ability and inability for 

engagement, through the processes of self-reflection set-up in the work, 

particularly through somatic experience, the inclusion of mirrors and processing 

after the performances. Rather than attempting to cast aside inhibitions, 

participants are invited to take part according to their own boundaries and 

experience their own capacity for responding to this topsy-turvy world.

Rather than defining the sense of mobility in Maya Lila, the flaneur offers a 

framework to think through the movement of groups in the performances, 

throwing forward questions and ways of understanding the work. D’Souza and 

McDonough suggest that the scholarly revisitation to the flaneur in the era of the 

birth of the modern city helped to bring understanding to postmodern experience, 

stating that “it seemed to open routes to a better understanding of our own era of 

reaction and retreat.” ®̂® While Maya Lila appears to react against the urbanised 

condition with a retreat into idyllic countryside and community, it also reflects the 

postmodern fragmentary and fleeting experience of urban living. The response of 

the flaneur \o the changes in society is to take up a position of mobility within the 

landscape, and in Maya Lila, Davis encourages the audience and performers to 

do likewise. This mobility is also represented through the ambiguous roles played 

by the flaneur in Maya Lila, as the participants are invited to take up fluid 

positions and identities within the performance event. The flaneur in Maya Lila is 

offered opportunities to leave identities under negotiation, as the shifting 

environment challenges perceptions and resulting responses. However, there are 

limitations to the flaneur’s capacity to overturn normative behaviours and 

practices. It is through exposing such restrictive patterns in an environment which 

offers other options that the subject is provoked to reflect on habitual behaviours. 

Through juxtaposing dialectical positions, Davis hopes to evoke new possibilities

D’Souza and McDonough, “Introduction”, in The Invisible Flaneuse?: Gender, Public Space 
and Visual Culture in Nineteenth-Century Paris, 2.
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or at least an awareness of the impossibilities, as participants take part in and 

witness illusory worlds that appear in the play of the performance.

Conclusion

In Maya Lila, chance meetings occur, fleeting images appear, and mobile 

identities are negotiated in the space as participants are invited to wander and 

play. Upsetting the notion of dance as a set choreography, the shifting bodies in 

space uncover renegade choreographies co-created by performers and 

audience. The mobility of the audience and performers replicates the attempt to 

stimulate the agency of participants in somatic practices. The activation of 

audience choice has increasingly been an area of interest in the arts since the 

1950s. Environments such as installations have encouraged the audience to 

participate in rather than consume works of art, of which the Willow and Mirror 

tunnel in Maya Lila is an example. The flaneur/ flaneuse in Maya Lila is also 

invited to make the landscape his or her own, creating choreographies and 

interpretations based on somatic experience. The use of local spaces and the 

emphasis on the sensing body means that personal and collective histories can 

be evoked and inform the performance landscape. This somatic experience is 

always improvised within the current context, but also arouses memones, 

emotions and behaviours from past experiences of place and space. Walter 

Benjamin reflects: “We know that, in the course of flanerie, far-off times and 

places interpenetrate the landscape and the present moment.” ®̂̂

The Maya Lila project has gone through a number of evolutions over the 

years and continues to change. The use of space at Gorse Hill has been central 

to integrating somatic practices into Maya Lila. With the performances at arts 

venues, new questions about the somatic engagement of the audience emerge, 

and this is an area Davis hopes to develop further. In July 2010, Davis continued 

to work with the balance of male and female dancers at Dance House, along with 

introducing the role of the psycho po mp . Dav i s  developed the psychopomp into 

a storytelling character, who guides the audience through invitations to undertake 

tasks, take on costumes and change names in order to make a safe passage into 

the world of Maya Lila. In 2011, Davis is planning to present the hybrid version of

Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 419.
See page 87 and 140 for an explanation of the term psychopomp.
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Maya Lila, with the live streaming of simultaneous performances, another new 

leap for the project. However, throughout the course of the work, Davis’ main 

focus has been in bringing the somatic form Authentic Movement into a 

performance context. This approach has much to offer theatre practice, not least 

the development of the capacity for reflection through witnessing. Unlike many 

participatory performances, in my opinion, Maya Lila is not a utopia of free 

expression. Maya Lila holds hope that individuals in a community can create a 

space of democratic and ethical activity through the processes of participation 

and self-reflection. At the same time, it is through the process of witnessing that 

ideals dissolve, as the restrictions and gaps in the social and cultural desires for 

freedom become apparent. In fact, it is through the process of witnessing that an 

embodied form of critique occurs, whereby the subject can acknowledge and 

reflect on restricted behaviour patterns and the possibilities for new responses.

Through my practice-based research, I have also come to understand that 

early stages of translating Authentic Movement into performance is facilitated by 

inviting the audience into a space that is not usually associated with performance. 

Initially, I had hoped to present a performance in a more traditional theatre 

setting, in order to compare how using somatic practices in performance would 

work in a different context from Maya Lila. However, in the end I decided to 

present the project at the Lab studio space in Foley Street, so that the audience 

would see it as a work in progress rather than a finalised performance. As my 

practical project has progressed, I started to experiment with an installation space 

that had a mobile set, and I explored the option of awakening the different senses 

through including smells and sounds on the hospital theme. Once the audience’s 

sensory awareness and critical capacity for reflection are awoken, the 

performance can then hopefully become another part of the sensory landscape 

rather than a spectacle to be observed. I also wanted to explore the idea of 

mobility in the practice-based research and in October 2010, I presented a more 

developed version of the piece called Wellness Sensorium at an interdisciplinary 

performance evening. Performed at Block T in Smithfield, Dublin, the audience 

could wander between performances that occurred simultaneously. As a 

performer, I felt that presenting the piece in this way allowed me to leave it 

“unfinished”, and that the audience could take all or some parts of the piece as 

they wished. It also allowed me to interact with the audience and find new layers
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to the work. I recall telling a story of a child waving goodbye to their parents as 

they left the hospital ward, and I then turned to a door in the performance space 

where, by chance, two figures were standing. The performance piece is still a 

work in progress which I will continue to develop, and perhaps due to the nature 

of somatic movement, it is a piece that will never be “finished”.

Wellness Sensorium at Block T, Smithfield, photograph by Aoife Casey 

Like a flaneuse, I weave my own course as I attend the Maya Lila training 

and performances, choosing critical strategies and devising practical experiments 

in order to provide a kaleidoscope of data from which to begin to understand the 

project. As a flaneuse, it is my subjective experience of this multi-faceted work 

which is explored through a variety of different lenses. Because I place an 

emphasis on my subjective engagement with Maya Lila, the thesis then becomes 

a personal account of the performances. Simultaneously, the thesis is also a 

product of the environment in which it is produced. It is through a number of
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contextual elements, such as finance, available sources and personal 

background that I examine the work. My route of engagement with Maya Lila is 

constantly changing throughout the research process, leading me down new 

avenues of interest. At the same time, Maya Lila is in a process of constant 

transformation and re-generation and as a flaneuse, I attempt to playfully interact 

with the changing landscape.
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Conclusion:

Maya Lila, Somatic Practice and Hospital Experiences

Wellness Sensorium, photograph by Aoife Casey



The Research Journey

My first experience of the therapeutic value of performance, although I did 

not know at the time, occurred during a period in hospital with kidney problems as 

a child. Everything that I experienced, I acted out on my favourite teddy. To me, 

this is a prime example of Winnicott’s theory of the “transitional object”. The teddy 

accompanied me throughout my stays at the hospital, acting as a transitional 

object in the absence of my parents. The teddy also mediated between the 

external reality and my experience of it, relating to the area of “play” and cultural 

activity described by Winnicott. For example, I stuck a knitting needle into the 

teddy’s arm and ordered him to “relax” . At the same time, the hospital experience 

caused me to dissociate from my body in order to survive the emotional and 

physical discomfort that I was undergoing. In accordance with Foucault’s notion 

of the disciplinary society, my body was constantly under surveillance, 

documented and normalised at hospital. I later took this role upon myself, as in 

school, performance and social situations, the body was a tool to be pushed and 

moulded to achieve goals. In engaging with the somatic approach through Davis’ 

work, I reflected on this behaviour pattern encoded by personal, familial, cultural 

and gender constraints. At the same time, I noted the interruptions to this process 

in failures of my body to fit in with the system, through involuntary movements, 

bursts of energy, periods of exhaustion, and illness. These interruptions emerged 

in my training sessions with Joan Davis and inform my understanding of Maya 

Lila.

As a child in the clinical environment of the hospital, I experienced 

dissociation from space and the people who inhabited it. In Maya Lila, Davis 

attempts to awaken sensory experience and organises the space so that the 

audience and performers can develop a sense of interconnection. The 

development of relationship is central to therapeutic process, and although Davis 

does not suggest that Maya Lila is therapeutic, the audience are invited to take 

part in interpersonal exchange. My interest in Davis’ work comes from my own 

autobiographical narrative, in finding a way for dealing with the lack of connection 

I experienced within medical environments. In Maya Lila, I have experienced the 

evocation and transformation of autobiographical responses through the 

interchange between performers, audience and place.
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Trying to integrate the sonnatic approach with pursuing academic research 

has been a struggle. The process of doctoral research is also a physical and 

mental discipline, which pushes the body/mind to the limits. I feel it is important 

for me to support and validate the type of work that Davis does by undertaking 

historical and theoretical research, although 1 fear doing this to the detriment of 

losing my own voice. This can have disastrous results, as Tami Spry notes on her 

academic career;

I networked, performed intellectual-white-middle-class-liberal-feminlst, and 
was wounded and inflicted wounds common in the competitive battlefield 
of the academy. I used my body as a billboard, advertising all of the 
insightful thoughts and attractive personal attributes required for full 
membership into the academic fraternity. I distorted my scholarly voice 
into a distanced, disembodied, phallocentric mimicry. I dissertated, 
published, tenure-tracked, nursed a dying mother, birthed a child, 
maintained a troubled marriage, and finally, inevitably, thankfully, had a 
mental breakdown.^®®

Spry describes the disciplinary procedures which the subject performs in an

academic environment. While her account is an extreme case, I have found it

necessary to enact a certain amount of discipline in order to organise my time,

read, write, participate practically and complete the thesis. My journey has been

to find a place of dialogue between discipline and somatic experience.

Participation in practice-based research has helped me work towards body-mind

balance during the process. Attending Davis’ modules and organising practical

experiments have not only aided me in understanding Davis’ work, but also to

find my own way of articulating my experience of Maya Lila.

In my practical engagement with Maya Lila, I have explored the theories 

and practices which I have described in the research. In collecting information on 

dance and physical theatre in Ireland, I have interviewed and worked with 

performance practitioners in the field. Through attending Davis’ modules in 

somatic practice, I have come to understand how my autobiography is part of 

how I perceive objects, movement, spaces and people. I have engaged in a 

process of flanerie through the Maya Lila performances, taking an active 

participative position selecting and framing events, and experiencing the “in 

between” role of insider/outsider as I try to understand the work. I recognise that

Spry, “Tattoo stories: A postscript to skins”, Text and Performance Quarterly 20, no. 1 (2000):
86.
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Maya Lila is constantly transforming as a practice and my perceptions are also 

continually changing as I interact with the project. I hope my thesis manages to 

produce a reading that represents the mobile and fluid qualities inherent in Maya 

Lila, which influenced my research journey.

Aims and Outcomes

The main aim of the thesis is to document and analyse Joan Davis’ Maya 

Lila project. I have collected moments from Davis’ performances as a starting 

point from which to analyse the work. Through describing subjective experiences 

of the Maya Lila performances, I offer a position from which to view the 

performances but acknowledge that this is my own personal experience. As 

demonstrated by Derrida, I am engaged in an “otobiographical” cycle, where I am 

part of an intertextual process of reception and production. At the same time, I 

have attempted to find a middle ground between subjective engagement and 

library-based research, and believe that both can be mutually beneficial. While I 

can never be fully objective, I can apply ideas drawn from outside the Maya Lila 

practice that inform readers about the work. I have attended to the notion of the 

bricoleur who collects a number of approaches in order to provide readings of the 

work.^^° In this way, I have tried to integrate practical work with Davis alongside 

engagement outside Maya Lila to inform a loosely “objectively subjective” 

approach. The negotiation of subjectivity and objectivity is a pervading theme in 

Maya Lila, and the relationship between these positions has offered me ways of 

describing and analysing Davis’ work.

In engaging with Maya Lila practically, applying theoretical lenses, 

undertaking interviews and archival research, I have tried to create a multi-vocal 

narrative. I have sought to include Davis, the performers, attendees at the 

training, and participants in my practice-based research in the process through 

interviews and sharing my writing for feedback. Sarah Amira De la Garza states 

that “discovery is not so much uncovering an objective external reality, in a 

clinical sense, but the growing awareness of our intimate involvement with our

370 See introduction to the thesis and Barham, “Practitioner Based Research: Paradigm or 
Paradox?”, Dramatherapy: Journal for the Biritish Association for Dramatherapists 25, no. 2, 
(2003); 6.
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subject. We are part of what we observe; we shape it, just as it shapes us.”^̂  ̂

This process of exchange became apparent, for example, when interviewing the 

performers in Maya Lila, as the interviews became a conversation of thoughts 

and responses. In addition, I had hoped to maintain an unedited form of the 

interview transcripts, in order to make the “genetics” of the research available. 

However, as I shared the transcriptions with the performers, 1 realised that most 

of them wanted to revise what they had said to convey their thoughts more 

clearly. While the transcripts that I had made offered an impression of the 

conversation including negotiating ideas, forgetting names, laughter, and 

repetition that emerges while speaking, I understand that the performers need to 

have an input into how they are represented in the thesis. This is one way of 

including multi-vocality and equality, and acknowledging the fact that any 

transcription made would have conveyed a particular perspective. Deleuze and 

Guattari note how writing includes multiple contributions when they state that “a 

book has neither object or subject; it is made of variously formed matters, and 

very different dates and speeds ... a book is an assemblage of this kind, and as 

such is unattributable. It is a m u l t i p l i c i t y . T h e  thesis is an assemblage, drawing 

on memones and reflections developed in relationship with the total field of “co

researchers”. With the inclusion of interview material, theoretical quotations, 

personal narrative along with critical discussion, I set out to develop a narrative 

made up of subjectivities in dialogue.

Somatic studies provide the main frame of reference in discussing the 

Maya Lila project. In the thesis, I have provided a survey of somatic practices and 

how they are used in performance by Davis. I draw on Foucault’s notion of a 

disciplinary society in discussing the conthbution of Davis’ somatic approach to 

performance practice. However, it has also been necessary to analyse the ethical 

implications of the work, considering that Authentic Movement and Body-Mind 

Centering are usually used as therapeutic tools. Such performance

De la Garza, Maria Speaks: Journey into the Mysteries of the Mother in My Life as a Chicana,
7.

For a review of the genetics of performance as source information for analysis, such as 
director’s notes and other documents, see the special issue of “The Genetics of Performance”, 
Theatre Research International 33, no. 3, 2008. The same process can be applied to research, 
where the researcher’s materials can be used for further analysis, destabilising the research 
“outcomes”.

Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 3.
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experimentation inevitably awakens ethical questions which I have examined 

through the lens of autobiography in performance. I propose that despite the 

difficulties invoked by using personal material in a performance context, Davis’ 

work provides insight into the benefits of using somatic practices in performance. 

Maya Lila provides a challenge to disciplinary training and performance 

techniques. For me, interruptions such as an actor dropping a prop or forgetting a 

line in a rehearsed play have always been the most interesting moment in the 

performance. Rather than rehearsing and presenting a set piece, Davis invites 

participants to focus on what is happening in the field of experience and this 

becomes the performance. In her approach, she attempts to stimulate the 

performer’s repertoire of responses to internal and external stimuli, along with 

acknowledging the movement patterns which restrict the externalisation of 

impulses. These problems can in fact become sources for movement exploration 

and performance, rather than being concealed. The therapeutic background of 

the work also offers methods for performers and directors to deal with group 

dynamics, through using the tool of witnessing to understand the operation of 

projections. The Maya Lila performances also provide a method for using 

autobiographical material in performance, through the combination of therapeutic 

and performance tools.

While Maya Lila links with the international fields of somatics in 

performance and performance studies more generally, I place Davis’ approach in 

an Irish context as Davis has been an important figure in pioneering experimental 

dance practices in the country. I include research on Davis’ first company, Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Theatre, in order to provide a long needed discussion of 

the company’s work. In addition, the study of DCDT provides a background from 

which to understand Maya Lila. There are a number of cultural and historical 

factors that have affected the development of dance in Ireland and consequently 

Davis’ work. Although Davis’ has never described her work as “Irish” or exploring 

“Irishness”, cultural issues are pertinent to how her work has been received over 

the years. At the same time, Maya Lila engages with the increasing mobility of 

identities, drawing on international movement forms, dancers and audiences into 

her work. Equally, the location of Maya Lila has become more fluid as Davis 

moves into arts centres and out of Gorse Hill. In fact, although I place Maya Lila
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in an Irish context, Maya Lila questions the idea of national identity through the 

shifting and transforming narratives, emotions, movement, images and identities 

that ahse between the participants and the surrounding environment.

As seen in my discussion of Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, 

postmodern choreographers were invited to work with the company and many 

aspects of postmodern performance practice are apparent in Maya Lila. Davis 

continues to strive towards a co-operative approach with the performers, 

although she acknowledges difficulties in switching roles from leader to equal 

member of the Maya Lila group. Davis also brings her interest in fragmenting 

narrative and juxtaposing contradictory elements in the performance from her 

years with DCDT. This approach invites the audience to take part in producing 

the performances, and Davis extends this by inviting the audience to interact with 

the performance landscape. Audience participation has pervaded performance 

practice for a long time, as noted by Arnold Aronson in Environmental 

Scenography. However, Davis’ approaches seem to relate particularly to 

developments since the 1950s, such as Allan Kaprow’s Happenings and Richard 

Schechner’s “environmental” theatre. In Maya Lila, Davis attempts to include the 

impact of occurrences outside the traditional theatrical frame, such as weather 

and animals, while the audience is yet another “chance” element which informs 

the performance. The surprising and unruly combinations that appear and 

disappear in the performances are part of an aleatory, mutating choreography. 

The performance environment is designed to encourage such configurations by 

encompassing the audience and performers in a shared environment, breaking 

down notions of what comprises art, theatre, and dance. I draw on the character 

of the flaneur/flaneuse to describe the mobility of audience and performers within 

this fleeting landscape of bodies in space and the fluidity of identities in Maya 

Lila. However, there are limitations to the possible movement of bodies and 

interactivity in Maya Lila due to spatial, personal, and legal restrictions, along with 

the aesthetic choices made by Davis. At the same time, the “container” is an 

important aspect of the work, providing an incubation space for experimentation 

and play, which is hoped to have a ripple effect on peoples’ lives. In addition, the 

emphasis is not on “free expression” in Maya Lila, but rather Davis hopes to
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provoke the reflective capacity of participants in understanding the choices they 

make and their patterns of behaviour.

Along with the thesis, my practice-based research project is another output 

of the research process. I attended the Maya Lila training between 2005 and 

2009, applying what I have learned through organising workshops with other 

performers. During these sessions, I tested Authentic Movement in a rehearsed 

format, using play texts and recorded music. Out of this practical research, I 

created a presentation on the theme of hospital experiences, in which I presented 

aspects of my research to an invited audience. In the presentation, I compared 

the body as subjectively experienced and externally observed during 

hospitalisation, playing with ideas of separation and participation. The practical 

experimentation has confirmed a number of findings on the Maya Lila project. For 

example, although my autobiographical narrative is uncovered in the work, at the 

same time, the Authentic Movement form upturns any fixed ideas I might have 

about my past. As I play with hospital objects and movement responses, new 

material is generated in the moment of engagement. The Drama Department at 

Trinity College does not currently offer a practice-based Ph.D. programme and so 

I have chosen not to discuss my practice-based research in detail during the 

thesis. At the end of this chapter, however, I return this practical project in order 

to reflect on how this affected my understanding of the use of somatic practices in 

performance.

In line with postmodern methodologies, I argue for the uncertainty and 

instability in Davis’ work as a point of value. The performances are constantly 

evolving in the relationships that occur between performance, audience and 

environment. It is impossible, then, to provide decisive outcomes from my 

research of the Maya Lila project. However, as I stated before, instability is a 

position in itself, suggesting that all knowledge is dependent on changing 

conditions. An ongoing output of this research is the thesis document, subject to 

change through processes of reception and interpretation by readers, which I 

hope will spur further debate on Maya Lila. My own practical explorations 

continue as I develop the practice-based research project in dialogue with diverse 

physical theatre approaches. In addition, Maya Lila is also in a process of 

constant change, with the project moving into the field of technology over the next
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few years. The live-streaming project mentioned in Chapter Four is being 

developed for production in the following years. In the current economic climate, 

the threat of funding cuts is another issue which may alter the direction and 

development of the IVIaya Lila project.

Contribution to Knowledge

Irish dance theatre, including the work of Joan Davis, has been poorly 

documented historically. Diana Theodores states that “the choreographed history 

of Ireland has been, largely, an invisible history, absent from the mainstream 

cultural ‘industries’ ... Joan Davis, for example, the founder of Ireland’s most 

important ‘starter’ company for contemporary dance in Ireland, the Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Company, deserves a whole book to h e r s e l f . I  offer a 

new contribution to knowledge by providing a close reading of Davis’ Maya Lila 

performances, at the same time as discussing the benefits and ethical 

implications of her approach. In addition, I also provide a discussion of 

performance works by Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, which have 

previously only been mentioned in the few books on dance in Ireland. Further, I 

provide a cultural and historical background for Davis’ work in Ireland, referring to 

links with international developments in dance along the way. Drawing on diverse 

theoretical models, I examine the concepts at work in the Maya Lila project. The 

research also makes material on Maya Lila available which can be used to 

generate further debate around the work, such as interviews, photographs, 

descriptions of training and performances, and critical analysis. While Davis 

produced an artist’s diary and photographic/video experience of her Maya Lila 

performances in her books published in 2007, I am contributing a documentation 

of her work from the 1970s, a critical analysis of her recent work and its 

relationship with the current performance landscape in Ireland.

Although there is much written about the use of arts for therapeutic 

purposes, I am writing about the use of therapeutic movement to create 

performance. This could provide a new angle that can contribute to performance 

research and practice. For example, the arts therapies researcher is often 

practically involved with the person who is the focus of study, and new paradigm

Theodores, ed., “Choreographers Under Cover: An Introduction”, in Dancing on the Edge of 
Europe: Irish Choreographers in Conversation, 20.
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methodologies provide strategies for dealing with this relationship. Similarly, by 

introducing somatics studies into my research, 1 bring ideas and terminology from 

this field in contact with performance studies. For example, in somatic studies the 

term “soma” is used rather than discussing “the body”, provoking discussion on 

the ideology behind the language we use -  in the case of the term “the body”, 

examining the emphasis on external observation rather than sensorial experience 

as a means of acquiring knowledge. In addition to this, the thesis could provide a 

frame of reference for those engaged in performance practice that deals directly 

with personal material, such as companies using devising as a tool. This 

research could also be of interest to those working in arts in health and arts 

therapists, considering that it works through both artistic and therapeutic 

frameworks.

At the same time, 1 suggest that the research outcomes of Maya Lila are 

necessarily unstable due to the transitory characteristics of the work. In my 

opinion, any research can only offer provisional results due to the impact of the 

researcher on what has been researched, along with a number of environmental 

factors which might alter the outcomes. The position that I propose is a place in 

between subjective and objective interaction, as 1 believe that contact with the 

research topic and the application of performance theories are both valuable in 

understanding Maya Lila. As a result, 1 oscillate between many theoretical lenses 

and methodological approaches in order to articulate my ideas. Helen Thomas 

notes that “in the endless play of signifiers within postmodernism, it is quite 

legitimate to mix and match and quote from different p e r s p e c t i v e s . T h i s  

approach invites a network of ideas to connect and throw light on the Maya Lila 

performances.

Future Directions

There are a number of areas of research on Maya Lila that could be 

explored further, which are beyond the scope of this thesis. In my opinion, the 

relationship between Authentic Movement and Jewish studies is an area that 

merits further attention. The form of Authentic Movement was first developed 

Mary Starks Whitehouse following World War 11. Authentic Movement was later

Thomas, “Do You Want to Join the Dance? Postmodernism/Poststructuralism, the Body and 
Dance”, in Moving Words, ed. Morris, 70.
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developed by Janet Adler, a woman of Jewish heritage who focused on the idea 

of “witnessing”. The idea of “bearing witness” has been widely applied to 

Holocaust m e m o r i a l . F u r t h e r  relationships between Jewish studies and 

Authentic Movement can be found in examining the work of Mary Wigman, one of 

the sources for the form. On Wigman’s dance practice, Eila Goldhahn suggests 

that:

German Mary Wigman, like other dancers of her time, encouraged the use 
of the inner impulse and undirected ‘free’ dance improvisation. Using no 
technique or structure became widely associated with the raw nature of 
the unconscious or Freud’s id. But the continued development of free 
expression in dance and choreography was constrained in Europe by the 
rise of Nazism. The centre of exploration of ‘free’ and expressive 
movement improvisation shifted abroad whilst the German development of 
creative dance went largely off stage. What might have developed and 
flourished in performance began to live an undercover existence within the 
privacy of therapeutic consulting rooms and studios.

At the same time, Mary Wigman created work in Germany during the Holocaust,

and there are discussions about how her artistic work was compromised by this

regime.^^® However, it is interesting that Goldhahn suggests that during the Nazi

regime, impulse based movement was removed from public performance space

and developed in therapeutic work -  while in Maya Lila, Authentic Movement

comes out of the therapy room and into public space. Research into the

relationship Authentic Movement and Jewish studies could also bring new

understanding to how Maya Lila bridges personal and private, drawing on this

background of expressive dance.

Davis has not discussed her Jewish background as part of her work. At the 

same time, the “ancestor corner” in the Willow and Mirror installation at Gorse 

Hill, containing bones and skulls, evokes the theme of witnessing the Holocaust 

for me, although it could possibly awaken other connotations for different 

audience members. Beyond the terror of the Holocaust, violence and trauma

See for example, Felman and Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 
Psychoanalysis, and History, and Berger, Bearing Witness to the Holocaust.

Goldhahn, “Shared Habitats: The Mover Witness Paradigm", (Ph.D. thesis, University of 
Plymouth, Dartington College of Arts, 2007), 18.

Manning states: “Focusing solely on her gestures of nonconformity, her memoirs omit mention 
of her acts of compliance; accepting commissions from Goebbels’s Cultural Ministry to create 
group works in 1934, 1935, and 1936 ... and publishing Deutsche Tanzkunst, a statement of 
support for fascist aesthetics.” From “Modern Dance in the Third Reich: Six Positions and a Coda” 
in Choreographing History, ed. Foster, 165-176.
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more generally can benefit from the process of witnessing, as the witness can 

provide a source of working through and reflecting on these experiences. Karen 

Malpede, a Jewish playwright, has proposed the idea of a “theatre of witness”, 

where traumatic bodily experience is witnessed through performances, as she 

states that “the witnessing crisis shatters and reorients the inner life around 

cognizance of an extreme reality the body was once too traumatized to be able to 

receive. Through witnessing, the full ramifications of atrocity are allowed to 

surface, but in a safe environment.”^̂ ® In the Authentic Movement training with 

Davis, personal and collective trauma may appear through the body and be 

enacted in the circle, but with the support of the internal and external witness. In 

the Maya Lila performances, the performers have most probably worked through 

any serious personal trauma already or may choose not to enact it in the 

performance context. At the same time, trauma can be performed in different 

ways in Maya Lila, for example, the “box piece” could be seen as an enactment 

of the birth trauma. Along with personal trauma, the offerings can also evoke 

collective or archetypal experiences. For example, at the Courthouse Arts Centre 

in Tinahely, I began to make connections between the performance and the 

traumatic stories which had been witnessed in the courthouse. As I listened to 

performer Maggie Harvey singing a mournful melody at Tinahely, I imagined her 

to be acting as a witness in many senses of the term -  an Authentic Movement 

witness within Maya Lila, a witness to the traumatic stories that took place at the 

courthouse, and a witness giving testimony at a trial. Research into the area of 

Jewish studies might shed light on the role of the witness in Maya Lila, helping to 

understand how witnessing supports working with both personal and collective 

traumatic material.

Another area of research which could be developed more generally is that 

of somatics in performance. Although many key figures in Irish contemporary 

dance have trained or worked with Davis and others work with similar concepts, 

the use of somatics in performance in an Irish context has not been examined at 

all. A review and discussion of the uses of somatic practices in Irish performance 

would provide a broader framework for understanding this approach. A

379 Malpede, “Theatre of Witness; Passage into a New IVIillenium”, in Performing Processes: 
Creating Live Performance, ed. Mock, 133.
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comparative study between the work of dancers Joan Davis, Mary Nunan, Jenny 

Roche, and Deirdre Grant for example, would offer insights into the various ways 

in which somatic practices have been employed in training and performance. For 

example, Deirdre Grant of Myriad Dance In Wexford has worked with both with 

Davis and American somatic practitioner/dancer Julie Rothschild, in order to find 

a bridge between the deeply personal work of Authentic Movement and the public 

performance context. This has resulted in the performance of a piece called 

Authenticity and she is developing a training scheme called Innerscapes with 

guest somatic practitioners. Steve Batts of Echo Echo Dance in Derry utilises the 

tools of the Alexander method to upturn notions of bodily conformity in dance, as 

he states:

I see the teaching process as largely a matter of stimulating an already 
existing capacity rather than inculcating a cultural norm...what this 
approach does not encourage is an attitude to dance that treats people as 
bodies to be programmed with a set of movement patterns which are for 
some reason ranked as ‘important’ or ‘good’ forms, and which become 
habitual, automatic and deadened.

Similarities can be drawn between Batts’ comments and Davis’ approach, with

the challenge to disciplinary approaches to dance-making. A study focusing

solely on performers and choreographers in Ireland using somatics in

performance would provide a resource on the different somatic practices being

used and how they are being incorporated into performance.

Finally, another area that I intend to pursue more fully is that of research 

through practical engagement and performance experimentation. As the area of 

practice-based research into performance develops in Ireland and becomes more 

widely acceptable, support for disseminating such research will hopefully expand. 

In my opinion, practice-based research yields insights into the complex 

interchange between the researcher and researched. Researching through 

practice, I engage both through performance experiments and reflection on my 

experience, following the cycle in new paradigm research. Like in the Maya Lila 

performances, I am learning to participate at the same time as engaging the 

internal witness during the research process. The following is an account of my 

performance as research project, which complemented the participant-researcher

Batts, “Moving Identity” in Choreographic Encounters: Volume 2, ed. Brady, 91.
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position developed during attending Joan Davis’ training modules and 

participating as a host at performances. Here I will document and analyse the 

highlights of creating the performance, which I hope to continue developing as an 

approach to investigating somatic practices in performance.

Wellness Sensorium: Performance as Research Project

While I engaged practically with Davis’ work as a workshop participant, 

audience-participant and a host at performances, I also developed my own 

performance as research project. This performance project, which eventually 

became known as Wellness Sensorium, offered me insights into Davis’ approach 

and the issues in the work. In Wellness Sensorium, I was concerned with 

applying somatic ideas and movement training in creating a performance piece, 

in order to understand how this might work in a context other than Maya Lila. 

Maya Lila uses improvised movement in a very specific environment and I 

wanted to explore if and how somatic movement might function within a 

rehearsed context. The performer is in quite a vulnerable position when 

improvising somatic material in performance before an audience. I imagined that 

by rehearsing the somatic material before presenting it, I might overcome this 

obstacle, and the repetition would also give me an opportunity to craft the 

performance to communicate with an audience. At the same time, I wanted to 

create a piece that allowed audience and environmental factors to affect the 

performance, even though the performance material was rehearsed in advance.
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Sue Mythen in rehearsal at the Lab Studios, Foley Street, photograph by Emma
Meehan

The first phase of exploration involved attending training modules with 

Joan Davis and holding Authentic Movement practice sessions with those who 

had trained in the form, as a means of deepening my grasp of the approach. I 

also wanted to assess issues such as how to structure time and space for 

working in this way. I drew up an introductory list including the basic format of the 

process which includes movement and witnessing segments, along with safety 

and ethical procedures. The next phase involved inviting actors, directors, 

dancers, writers and theatre researchers to take part in workshops to explore the 

form of Authentic Movement in a performance context, focusing on devising 

movement sequences, along with using voice, text and music. These workshops 

provided a methodology for working with Authentic Movement in creating 

performance material, along with raising many questions along the way. The final 

phase involved devising and arranging material that could be used in a 

presentation to convey the practice-based research that I had undertaken. I 

chose to examine the theme of hospital experiences, particularly looking at the 

body as internally experienced and externally perceived in medical environments. 

This final phase spanned from February to May 2010 with three mentors (Margot 

Jones, Margaret Lonergan and Niamh Lawlor) and two core research participants 

(Sue Mythen and Avril Tierney), and was presented in May 2010 at the Lab

267



Studios on Foley Street. A more developed incarnation of the piece was 

presented as part of an interdisciplinary performance evening in Block T, 

Smithfield, Dublin, which integrated collected stories from audience members at 

the Lab showing and the movement material developed with my performance 

collaborators.

The early workshops explored the basic ideas of repeating and crafting 

Authentic Movement, and the effects this had for performers and audience. We 

explored areas such as revisiting and changing Authentic Movement material, 

along with maintaining or changing original movement intentions. Participants 

had different responses about re-entering and rehearsing movement that was 

improvised in the Authentic Movement circle. One commented that the movement 

lost its initial fascination, while another suggested that the repetition offered an 

opportunity to deepen insight into the original movement. The group also found 

that juxtaposing personal movement sequences with those of other participants 

creates interesting pictures and relationships which the audience can read in a 

number of ways. In other words, the intention, image or feeling of the mover can 

be read as something completely different by an audience. We wondered if it 

mattered whether we communicated an intention or if we should allow the 

audience to find their own meaning in it.

We also examined the use of text with Authentic Movement. For example,

I used Samuel Beckett’s Happy Days and Harold Pinter’s New World Order with 

witnesses speaking and movers with closed eyes responding to the text. In 

working with Happy Days, there were two movers responding to the text and they 

appeared to be trying to find each other but missing contact as their eyes were 

closed, in some ways representing a lack of communication between Willie and 

Winnie in the play. In New World Order, the eyes closed seemed to link with the 

ideas of interrogation and torture. As a witness, the Pinter piece brought up 

feelings of discomfort for me, watching movers with their eyes closed, while the 

speakers spoke disturbing but often humorous words. In these sessions, it 

seemed that Authentic Movement could be used in a rehearsal process to inform 

performers about the characters and themes in a play.
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Documentation experiment at Dance House, photograph by Jana Henderson

During the research process, I also explored the use of music and sound, 

pre-recorded and live, in examining the relationship between rhythm/melody and 

Authentic Movement practice. One participant found it easier to access 

movement with a musical stimulus. Another noted that she was forced to try new 

movements as the music changed. The group had different responses to moving 

in silence and moving with music so I felt it would be beneficial to include both in 

the devised piece. The rhythmic music brought up strong images and the impulse 

to dance for many people, and it was then difficult to hold onto the “witness” 

position in the movement. At the same time, allowing the body to move in an 

undisciplined way can offer an opportunity to motor out sensory information after 

the in-depth attention to sensorial experience in AM, which can be very tiring. I 

also considered that an audience may also need a break from the sensorial 

movement of Authentic Movement, so that different approaches to movement 

could be included in making a performance piece.

One of the key aspects of somatic studies that had a profound impact on 

my work is that of the “self-sensing soma” over the objectified body. This was 

played out in the exploration of sensation, impulse and movement initiated from 

the body, rather than imposing a movement or idea. As a result, I chose not to 

bring a camera or video into the early phases of the project, so that we could



focus on the body’s movement in space and our experience of it, rather than the 

visual image of the movement. The relationship between the soma and 

photography/video was examined as the project progressed, and it reminded me 

that it is important to introduce somatic awareness to an audience who might 

concentrate on the visual aspect of the movement. For example, when I brought 

a photographer in to document for a day, she noted that she found it difficult to 

stay in contact with her sensory experience while taking photographs as she 

became absorbed in how the movement looked. Occasionally, as a mover, I also 

felt distracted at times because of her proximity when she was taking 

photographs. It felt as though we inhabited different worlds and I hoped to find 

ways of bridging that gap when inviting audience members to watch. At the same 

time, I felt it was important to investigate the documentation of the work in order 

to find ways to record somatic-based performance alongside the writing.

I played both the roles of performer and leader of the project, which was 

the most challenging issue of the practice-based research. At times, I became 

quite involved in the process rather than standing outside as the leader. 

However, I became aware of the need to give guidance and structure, as 

Authentic Movement is such an open form that I need to be clear so that the 

participants feel secure. As mentioned earlier, an incident happened where 

someone tore another person’s object, and I wonder if this came from a lack of 

clarity arising from my switching of roles. At the same time, the object work is 

likely to bring up strong responses, and the tearing of a baby-grow with a high- 

heel is a highly symbolical act. This reminded me that it is important to maintain 

aspects of the form of Authentic Movement, such as the opening and closing 

circle, eye contact before and after, and the use of witnessing language, in order 

to support the personal and collective responses that can come up in the work. 

Another problem with this approach was that I wanted to explore my areas of 

interest at the same time as being inclusive of other people’s ideas. At times, I 

inevitably became the leader as I chose working methods and themes, 

particularly when participants did not want to make decisions. However, I did not 

want to fall into a hierarchical way of working and continued to explore a 

collaborative approach in the research. In this way, I hoped to invite the 

subjective experiences of the group to impact and alter the work, acknowledging
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shifting boundaries of the “otobiographical” in using somatic practices in a 

performance situation.

After the initial workshops, I decided to work with two people as I needed a 

core group to build on the work at each session. At this point, I introduced the 

hospital theme as it linked with my autobiographical response to Davis’ work. It 

offered me an opportunity to explore my own object relations in performance, 

along with providing a context within which to explore the idea of the body as 

externally perceived and subjectively experienced. At a majority of rehearsals, I 

set up a circle and invited the performers to explore Authentic Movement with 

hospital objects. During this time, images, movement sequences and characters 

emerged, many which related to the hospital theme and others which did not. We 

explored the area of “object relations” by taking turns placing hospital objects in 

space, allowing impulses to place objects to stimulate our choices, along with the 

relationships developing between the objects. We then attempted to piece 

together some of this material in a number of ways. We tried starting from an 

Authentic Movement image and allowing it to develop through improvisation. We 

also explored the option of randomly choosing three Authentic Movement images 

and inventing the journey between them. We also attempted to include object 

relationships in the creation of scenes. Finally, we explored what is described by 

Janet Adler as the “Dance Circle” . Each participant re-enters a movement from 

an Authentic Movement session and repeats it, allowing it to gradually develop. A 

witness at the edge of the circle may also enter and repeat the gesture, and can 

also allow it to change slightly over time in the circle. When each person feels 

ready to finish, they exit the circle. Through our explorations, Adler’s Dance Circle 

developed into our own version of it, as a mover could enter the space and start a 

new movement at the same time as other movements were being repeated.
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Object relations at the Lab, photograph by Emma Meehan

I was left with material that has been re-worked in a number of different 

ways and I wondered how they might fit together as a whole piece. I considered 

using a doctor character to introduce the performance and guide the mobile 

audience around the work. However, I felt quite overwhelmed at this stage by the 

personal content of the work and did not feel ready to open it to a public 

audience. I can understand why Davis’ work at the initial stages needed an 

audience who could support the development of the project, rather than opening 

it out immediately in public performance spaces. I decided to frame the work as a 

presentation of the process within a studio environment for a small invited 

audience. I had wanted to base my performance project in a theatre space in 

order to explore Authentic Movement in a different context from Maya Lila. 

However, I realised that it was necessary to remove the work from a performance 

space in order to break the audience’s perception of what they would see. I 

presented the work at the Lab studios, because they have connotations of 

rehearsal rather than performance. I invited a small group of 15 people who I felt 

might support the work, and seated them in a circle around the presentation.

As this was the first time we had an invited audience, I felt it was enough 

for us to experience presenting the work rather than adding the aspect of 

audience mobility. The audience were invited to take a seat in the circle at the 

start of the presentation. Each chair had a hospital wrist band and a sheet to fill
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out. They were asked to complete a questionnaire that I had taken from medical 

assessment forms along with writing down a memory. I included this aspect so 

that the audience could begin the process of witnessing their own experiences, 

and to introduce the themes of subjective experience and external observation. 

The sequence of the presentation included a short showing of the basic form of 

Authentic Movement with the eyes closed. We then moved into the Dance Circle, 

where we repeated and developed images from Authentic Movement sessions. In 

this section, we experimented with the sound artist, who added evocative and 

sometimes contrasting sounds to the movement. Following this, we presented a 

section called “movement sequences” that we had devised from stitching 

together images from Authentic Movement. Two performers at a time moved 

through their rehearsed movement sequences which were juxtaposed in the 

space, sometimes cut off from each other, and at other times responding to each 

other. The next section was based on characters that had developed from the 

Authentic Movement sessions, which we then placed in a hospital environment. 

For example, a pregnant woman and a woman having a picnic that came up in 

Authentic Movement were developed through commedia dell’arte techniques and 

then placed in the scenario of a hospital waiting room. The final section was 

based on “object relations” and involved each performer drawing on a history of 

remembered images from previous sessions along with new images that 

appeared at the time of presentation. The closing image was of a teddy bear 

covered in a surgical gown, with a mask covering his mouth. This, of course, was 

an important image to me, considering my background, although the teddy had 

been brought to the rehearsal room by another participant. The teddy often 

became a symbol on which to play out the hospital activities, and it was 

interesting that this was a recurring image considering the theory of object 

relations and how I enacted my own hospital experience on a teddy.
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Teddy and hospital materials at the Lab, photograph by Emma Meehan

During the course of the presentation, I also collected feedback from 

audience members by inviting them to write down images, experiences or 

memories that struck them during the course of the event. These writings 

provided an insight into the diversity of audience experience and how the hospital 

experiences of each participant affected their view of the work. For example, 

some people were very disturbed by the imagery, while one man commented that 

he was from a large family and enjoyed the attention he got as a child in the 

hospital. Many of the audience members also commented on the viscerality of 

the piece, which evoked different hospital memories. For example, the sound and 

texture of the medical gloves reminded one person of a gynaecological 

examination while another talked about sadness at the lack of contact evoked for 

her by the gloves. I felt quite vulnerable after the presentation and was glad that I 

had the audience comments to review at my own pace as I was not ready for 

feedback such as a question and answer session immediately aftenA/ards.

In October 2010, I developed the piece to present at Transversal, an 

interdisciplinary performance evening in Block T, Smithfield, curated by dancers 

Fergus Byrne and Deirdre Murphy. I decided to call the piece Wellness 

Sensorium, as I hoped that the often alienating, passive hospital setting could 

become imbued with a sense of subjective, personal experience and agency. At
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Block T, I decided to explore the ambulant aspect of the work in order to give the 

audience opportunities to make choices about where to stand and when to watch. 

Block T is an old warehouse building, with lots of nooks and crannies, floors, 

winding stairways and various sized rooms. Audience members were invited to 

wander through the space and watch simultaneous performances. For example, 

a kitchen was used for a performance piece on the Magdalene Laundries by 

performance artist Helena Walsh, while a dance floor was laid down on the first 

floor for improvised dance performances. In a large, open plan room with a 

concrete floor, I performed Wellness Sensorium as a solo piece jumping between 

movement, voice over recordings of collected hospital stories, sound made at the 

work-in-progress showing and arrangements of hospital objects. The grey 

concrete floor and white walls seemed to suit the stark medical environment I 

was trying to create. At the same time, a group called “Kneejerk Collective” were 

working behind me, and their performance consisted of making structures from 

unknown raw materials offered to them on the night. There was also a cellist 

warming up for a performance following mine to the right of me. The audience 

could wander around the room along with moving on to observe other 

performances taking place in other rooms. For me, this removed the emphasis on 

the “finished” performance and reminded me in some ways of the constant noise 

and movement in hospital space. It also allowed audience members to drop in 

and out at different times and construct their own narratives and perspectives 

around what they saw. The use of stories was also an important part of this stage 

of development as some audience members at the Lab showing had questioned 

the absence of text and words, particularly when we were presenting characters. 

It is interesting that most of my hospital experiences were before I could speak, 

and using text in the piece felt like a huge leap for me. At Block T, however, I 

incorporated the hospital stories I had collected from the audience, as I did not 

want to remain in the role of the “voiceless victim”, but rather to become an active 

in responding to the past.
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Wellness Sensorium, photograph by Aoife Casey

I did not achieve what I had originally set out to do, which was to create a 

movement piece for a theatre space, although I uncovered new insights during 

the process. The workshop process brought up personal feelings and I felt too 

exposed to perform this to the general public. With the distance of a few months, 

I felt able to revisit the material and arrange it according to aesthetic and 

dramaturgical concerns to perform at Block T. However, I still needed to perform 

in an environment that was different from a conventional theatre space, where 

audience expectations were altered. For me, the type of “gallery” environment at 

Block T meant that the audience took some responsibility in choosing when to 

watch and what perspectives to take. I also felt less pressure to present a 

finished, entertaining piece as the audience could come and go as they pleased. 

At the same time, the performance at Block T brought me to understand how it is 

possible to create a rehearsed piece from somatic material, despite the personal 

content. I have also found that Authentic Movement feeds into my work as a 

performer more generally, such as developing movement range and informing 

character development. The practice-based research has also helped me to 

understand Joan Davis’ work more fully, as I encountered similar issues such as 

the challenges of collaborative work and the need to use a non-theatre space to
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frame the work for an audience. Finally, it has given me an insight into how 

difficult it is to create work from somatic practice, and how worthwhile it is in 

continuing to explore the area as it necessitates the development of new 

strategies for creating and staging performance.

Final Notes

In revisiting the thesis post-viva voce, I am drawn to reflect on what Maya 

Lila has to offer the Irish performance landscape. Davis has always worked at the 

cutting edge of dance practice in Ireland and her work been supported by those 

who see her work as part of the country’s dance heritage, such as Dance Ireland 

and the Arts Council of Ireland. The use of somatic approaches to training and 

performance are starting to expand across Europe and America, although it is still 

relatively new in Ireland and so Davis’ somatic approach can be seen as 

particularly challenging within an Irish context. Bernadette Sweeney has 

highlighted the marginalisation of the body in Irish theatre, suggesting that ideals 

of nationhood have been bound up with notions of Catholic morality. It was not 

until Davis founded Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre (DCDT) in the late 

1970s that a contemporary dance scene started to develop. Changing political 

and economic strategies from the late 1960s attempted to break previously 

protectionist attitudes to the nation-state, impacting the social and cultural 

landscape. This facilitated the staging of new contemporary styles including 

postmodern dance experiments and improvised movement scores which Davis 

produced with DCDT. As an innovator of dance in the country, Davis has 

travelled abroad to train and brought new styles and guest choreographers to 

Ireland throughout her career. At the same time, in a highly globalised post-Celtic 

Tiger Ireland, attitudes to the body have changed vastly. As part of the global 

market-place, Irish audiences are bombarded with visual images of the body as 

commodity, extending the idea of the perfected and disciplined body. The body is 

also radically altered through technological advancements with possibilities such 

as communication through Skype and avatars. In Maya Lila, Davis attempts to 

bring back a connection between place and the body, along with a reflective 

awareness of one’s internal sensory experiences. Extending this work, Davis’ 

new technology project will explore the simultaneous realities provoked by the 

fact that people across the world can communicate via the internet, examining
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the possibilities of a somatic connection in our mediatised culture. It is within this 

changing Irish context that Davis’ work can be seen as highly political, 

challenging perceptions of the body and generating new aesthetic forms in 

Ireland.

Maya Lila is not produced in packed-out theatres or grant-aided on the 

level of major dance productions. Perhaps Davis’ work is not made for mass 

audiences, with its reaction against the idea of the body as a tool for production 

and consumption. Davis attempts to create an alternative aesthetic, not 

discounting virtuosic performance forms, but offering a place where other bodies 

and movement styles can be appreciated. Maya Lila operates through subtle 

levels of bodily listening, receptivity, waiting and awareness of impulses as much 

as it does the externalisation of these through appealing physical forms. The 

discipline in Maya Lila is about bringing attention to the many impulses that are 

appearing at the one time, taking the risk to channel those impulses into 

conscious forms and then finally to develop a capacity for crafting these in the 

moment as a skilled dance performance. In her work, Davis also attempts to link 

the therapeutic aspect of somatic practices with performance as a means of 

connecting life and art. Further, she plays with perception, expectation and 

illusion that occurs between the audience, performers and space. Whether or not 

Davis’ vision is entirely possible, she is certainly experimenting with and 

challenging ideas of what can be considered “dance”, in a culture where 

contemporary dance is still trying to establish its place.

The field of somatics in performance is now changing as somatic practices 

are being supported by new research and the exploration of modes of 

dissemination. The Journal o f Dance and Somatic Practices and the first 

conference of Dance and Somatic Practices, both pioneered by Sarah Whatley at 

Coventry University are a crucial part of the process. This new visibility for 

somatic practices in performance means that subjective, reflective and 

experiential styles of writing have emerged for expressing this type of work. My 

inclusion of descriptive documentation of the practice in the thesis has been an 

important part of experimenting with how to write about levels of participation in 

Maya Lila, the process of body-mind reflective witnessing, the subjectivity of the 

researcher and the role of documentation itself. The descriptive moments that I
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include offer fixed points in the kaleidoscope of performance material from which 

to view Davis’ approach. Writing, in this way, is not just a form of documentation, 

but displaces the Maya Lila performances at the same time, I would suggest, as 

representing the most essential qualities of the work. It is the “illusion and play” or 

how my subjectivity interacts with the work which is central to Maya Lila. The 

thesis presents the performances from my perspective, particularly as I describe 

personal experiences within the thesis. It is my hope that this type of writing can 

invite the reader to find their own understandings in the hall of mirrors, the illusion 

and play which unfolds in Maya Lila.
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Appendices

Interview with Joan Davis, Dance House, Dublin, May 23, 2007.

Joan Davis: So the first question was the source of the title, Maya Lila. Now I 

actually found it in this book The Future o f Ritual. Do you know that book?

Emma Meehan: I do, I was wondering because I have read this book after having 

done some workshops and I thought, “I wonder is she talking about the same 

thing”.

Joan: That is exactly what I am talking about. And I couldn’t read the rest of the 

book hardly at all, but this jumped out at me completely, this whole thing, how he 

describes “Maya Lila”. I mean I had been doing it about two years, I think we 

were in our second year before I found this book, and then when I just opened it 

and I read this and I thought that’s what it’s called, Maya Lila. And that’s the 

name. But the logo, which I didn’t bring here with me, but you know that circle 

with the whole spiral thing, the M and the L is in it? Anyway, that came from a 

very deep bodily experience actually when I was in a therapy session with my 

own therapist. And I can’t even remember the experience, but out of it came that 

drawing. It was, as far as I can recall, an experience of a spiral inside where the 

centre held steady, and everything spiralled out from the centre. So then the logo 

came and then the name came and then I saw the M and the L in the logo. But 

this just described it exactly. “Maya-lila is fundamentally a performative-creative 

act of continuous playing where ultimate, positivist distinctions between “true” and 

“false”, “real” and “unreal” cannot be made.” ®̂̂ So that’s the Maya and the Lila.

Emma: It reminds me of Artaud and “Theatre of Cruelty”. From creating, it always 

destroys.

Joan: It’s definitely a cycle. And then at the end of the book, when I looked 

through it again: Grotowski, he is very close but he was looking for something 

very original, as in origins, not that there was an origin but just I don’t want to 

discover something new but something forgotten, something which is so old that

Schechner, The Future o f Ritual, 29.
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all distinctions between aesthetic genres are no longer of use. So it’s really like 

going back to: “You can arrive very far back as if your memory awoke ... as if you 

recall the Performer of primal ritual”. A g a i n ,  I only read that last year, but that 

really resonated with me. Peter Brook does -  1 mean I’m not comparing myself in 

a way with those people, and yet I really resonate with what they were searching 

for in some way.

Emma: I hadn’t made the link with Peter Brook at all. I had been thinking about 

Grotowski alright, cos I’d read a bit about him and he has this idea of a “secure 

partner” which I kind of thought was like the witness, and it doesn’t have to be a 

person it can be just an image of a being outside yourself that you can 

communicate with when you are performing although he probably wouldn’t use 

that term...

Joan: Very powerful tool that. But they are all, like his methods were very 

gruelling I think, people would really fall asunder, you know, but that was just his 

way of doing It. But it definitely broke the ego so that the performer went out 

empty, completely empty and in a way at one level, well I mean that’s certainly 

what we’re, in Maya Lila, what we’re moving towards but that’s a very, very 

advanced state. You know, you have moments of it but not all the time.

Emma: And with Peter Brook, what do you see the link?

Joan: I don’t know, you see I went to see Peter Brook once when he was in the, I 

think it must have been the Gaiety or the Olympia, years and years ago. I mean it 

would have been about 35 years ago when he came with all his millions. And I 

was so bored, I didn’t know what it was about at all. I just remember hoards of 

people trudging across the stage, but this was his masterpiece, epic. So I’ve 

never really followed what he did but I read little bits out of a book about his 

method in recent years, which I can’t actually recall what they were now but I 

resonated with them. Where he was going with the travelling players and the 

community and going into site-specific and that kind of thing.

Emma: So that’s why you chose it [the title Maya Lila]. And how does it relate to 

the training and performance? Let me see, in performance, I suppose you

382 Grotowski quoted in Schechner, ibid., 254.
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become more aware of the illusion of reality and the people who you are because 

you are playing different roles all the time and you’re finding out “is this me or not 

me?” I suppose that’s what I was thinking how it relates to Maya Lila because at 

all times you are changing.

Joan; And you’re none of those things. And yet you’re all of them. So that’s the 

illusory piece. And Ilia is just the play of relationship that goes on in life all the 

time. It’s a play. That’s how he defined the lila here. We have lila: “In theatrical 

terms, maya-lila is the presence of the performer enacting the “not” of her role; 

the Ophelia who is not t h e r e . T h a t ’s magic to me, I love that, that kind of 

mystery. So Lila means play in its broadest sense.

Emma: The play of relationship. So is that how we’re not defined as such as “I 

am me” but how we change through relationship?

Joan; There’s an unpredictability, we do change through relationship. There’s 

complete unpredictability in my understanding of life. Things are not as they 

appear and when you go to do something you might find something else 

completely there. And if you take it very seriously then you get very upset by that. 

And if you don’t then it’s just, well, it’s just the mystery at work again you know, 

that play. Playing, playfulness, the joker, in a way, the cosmic joker, something 

like that, that I see the lila as.

Emma: That’s helpful, I hadn’t thought about that. It’s kinda like the surprising 

form of it. I suppose I have been thinking about it in relation to the object 

relations work and how it’s not so defined, me and you, so it’s a play between 

who am 1, am 1 putting me out there or am I taking you in here and you know that 

sort of thing.

Joan: Well that is another aspect, that could be seen as another aspect of it. I 

mean play is a very broad word really. That’s certainly one aspect. But it’s the 

spontaneity of it, like you asked one question at the end; are we always acting 

out of our habitual...

Emma: Oh where was that?

Ibid., 30.
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Joan: Can we move without mediating responses? Are we always relying on 

learned behaviour? It’s on page two. And that’s where the play comes for me, is 

that when we can let go of the learned behaviour even briefly then the most 

surprising things can happen. And if you’re really up for that, it’s very playful. If 

you’re not, it’s devastating.

Emma: Ya ok, I was just wondering do we ever really get beyond that point?

Joan: If we did, we would have to learn to walk every day, we’d have to learn to 

drive a car, we’d have to learn to do basic tasks every single day, we would have 

to learn them anew, so it’s very handy that we have habits.

Emma: Ya that’s true. I suppose what I was thinking about that was in my 

experience so far, sometimes I’ll mediate something, like a thought will come up 

that “oh this is too loud” or something, but then it goes somewhere else and then 

I kinda feel well that’s real too you know, and I kind of go “that’s ok”, so that’s 

authentic as such, so I was kind of wondering then...

Joan: The thought would go somewhere else or...?

Emma: Then I start moving somewhere else and it becomes something else.

Joan: Ya. But so in that case you didn’t follow your thought impulse, you followed 

your body impulse.

Emma: Ya sometimes.

Joan: Sometimes you follow a thought.

Emma: Sometimes there is a thought and it won’t go away.

Joan: Ya, that’s authentic too. It’s not inauthentic.

Emma: Now, this is a question I am being asked all the time in my research: 

What do you mean by healing? It’s a very hard one for people to get their heads 

around.

Joan: What do you mean by healing then?
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Emma: Well I don’t see it in a kind of medical sense, like that this is the problem 

and this is the cure. I see it as change and sort of being compelled to change and 

a process that doesn’t end, so I don’t know if healing is the right word, but it’s 

kind of a moving towards a greater potential.

Joan: Whole, ya, that’s how I would see it, certainly, that it is transformation and 

probably the biggest healing if we want, cos it is a word that implies that 

something gets better and it doesn’t necessarily get better, but we feel better 

about something, that might be the healing. So healing might be really 

acceptance at a very deep level. It might be surrender in a way. But I think what I 

might call real healing is when something really transforms. That’s what I would 

say, it’s a transformation and it’s very deeply connected with acceptance, 

surrender, very deep level.

Emma: Ok. Acceptance right.

JD: Ya, acceptance, which is like love really, I know that sounds all very trite in a 

way to talk about that, but I’m just thinking if I have a situation in my life that I’m 

really judgemental about and I can’t tolerate and that might be fine in itself, but if I 

can’t tolerate my own intolerance of something then I’m ill at ease with myself 

around it. But if I can, and I might even get to the point where I might become ill 

because of my hatred or jealousy or judgement or whatever of this thing but if I 

can resolve it in myself in terms of really accepting it, the situation or whatever it 

is in me that’s being triggered then I am at ease in myself, my body is in more 

harmony and my mind is in more harmony and that is peace really, healing, love, 

acceptance, surrender to what is. Those kinds of things to me are healing. So 

anything that then invites peace, and I don’t just mean peace in a calm quiet, 

peace isn’t necessarily calm or quiet, it’s just, what is it? I don’t know how you 

describe peace, it’s like our nature or something, it’s the core of our nature. 

Anything that really brings that out more is good for us, is good for the world, so 

that’s what I see as healing. So if you go to a performance that really enhances 

your life and your life force even if you don’t like it but it has really awakened you 

in some way then that’s healing, it’s transformative, turned around how you look 

at things maybe, opened up your mind in some way. I mean you had a question

306



here, what is art? Which is lil<e the million dollar question, oh my god, how did 

one come to that!

Emma: Well I mean what is art to you in the context of Maya Lila?

Joan: Maya Lila, well this woman Linda Hartley she wrote a lot, I don’t know if 

you know this book.

Emma: I couldn’t get that book; they don’t have it in our library.

Joan: Oh right, ok, well if you want to have a loan of this until you come down, do 

that. So this talks about the role of the artist in society and also the role of art, you 

know, in particular shamanic things, and this is really a journey of the feminine, 

but it still talks about the artist and the role of the artist in terms of stirring up their 

audience, really throwing things in their face that people normally don’t want to 

look at. Art is, at one level, it’s meant to disturb.

Emma: So that is a core quality of art to you.

Joan: It is a core quality, it’s going to help me see things from another 

perspective and if that disturbs me then that’s my problem, you know.

Emma: And that’s its role.

Joan: It’s certainly a strong role, I mean, there’s another art is there you could say 

to soothe or to please or to give pleasure as well. But it’s also there to throw up, 

to throw things in your face, to confront you.

Emma: And is there a particular role then of performance in comparison with 

other...

Joan: With other art forms? I don’t think so. I think all art forms can do that. Or 

they can entertain or they can, you know, just soothe, it’s all at many different 

levels, depends which level you’re drawn to. Like for me personally, I love turning 

things upside down. I just love that. Like with the skulls, if you turn them back to 

front you have a face on the back as well as on the front. And I love that.

Emma: So how is healing part of Maya Lila for performers or audience? And for 

me, it’s easier to explain for the performers because you’re using your own
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personal experience and you’re transforming that. But then how is it healing for 

the audience? I’m not sure how to...

Joan; Well Maya Lila, the audience and 1 don’t even really call them performers, I 

call them the offerers and the receivers. So there is a different relationship 

between the witness audience and the offerers than there is in a normal theatre 

situation. We don’t have the same separation, that’s the big difference, we’re all 

in the one light, as it were. And because the offerer really aspires to come out 

and just offer whatever arises, they’re really at a certain level, sounds a bit 

dramatic, but at a certain level, they’re really offering their souls. Cos they’re just 

offering exactly who they are in this moment. And that always impacts the viewer 

in the presence of that kind of authenticity. The viewer will be touched in some 

way. They will see themselves, now they might not recognise themselves, but 

they might say “That’s them doing that, I couldn’t do that” so they’ll feel 

separation. But sometimes they won’t feel that, they’ll see themselves and they’ll 

be touched by that, immediacy and honesty in a way that is just different. I mean 

great performances like Macbeth or whatever, that can also really, the 

genuineness of that can definitely touch the audience hugely so that we can be 

moved. So it’s not any different really and that can be a healing experience for 

me as an audience to be moved or again to get another point of view, take me 

out of my predictability. And into lateral thinking, to open up the compartments of 

the mind that’s really what we’re looking for I think, that’s what I’m looking for. 

You read in that document the whole thing around simultaneous realities.

Emma: Ya, I’ve read all of them but some of them I find easier to understand.

Joan: Well it’s an experience that, but he says also here in this one “Maya-lila, 

playing’s multiple realities” ®̂'̂  so it’s like multiple layers of reality that are all 

happening simultaneously. But we’re not really trained to think more than two 

dimensionally. Like we can sit here talking and we can be aware of the noise in 

the street and I can hear my own voice and I see the light in the room and the 

roundness of the table and all of that, but then there might be things going on in 

Connolly Station I wouldn’t be picking up. But that’s another reality, you know, 

trains are coming and going, then there’s another noise now that could be

Ibid., 27.
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somebody doing their Pilates exercises! You know these are all different states of 

consciousness. But they’re all happening at the same time.

Emma: And they’re healing or..?

Joan; No they’re not necessarily healing, that’s a good question, no I don’t think 

they’re healing. I think that brings in another question around perhaps, they’re 

healing in the sense that I recognise myself as part of them. That’s the only 

healing bit in that, which is a huge thing because so many of us feel we’re not 

part of society, we’re too different and we’re too separate and all of that you 

know.

Emma: So in the performance, say, the audience can develop an awareness of 

simultaneous realities?

Joan: Yes. And that’s what theatre does, it actually creates that. But by 

suspending time, right, by lighting effects, costume, sets, it creates a whole 

magical environment where the audience can suspend their disbelief for a few, a 

couple of hours and enter into another realm, and that’s healing. I think that’s 

healing. Because it takes you out of the ordinary and into the non-ordinary.

Emma: Ok, nght, so for the audience to become aware of other realities, that 

makes sense.

Joan: Where you can be transported to other worlds. That to me is healing. Just 

by its very act, to be able to dream. Like we couldn’t live without dreaming, we 

have to dream. It’s a biological necessity.

Emma: Right, is healing a central aspect to performance and is performance a 

central aspect to healing?

Joan: I don’t think so. No, doesn’t have to be. It might be a by-product but it 

doesn’t have to be the central, I wouldn’t think it’s the central aspect.

Emma: Ok, but I think they are linked.

Joan: They’re linked, ya. How would you see them linked?
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Emma; I suppose the reason I believe that is because it’s been an aspect of 

performance for such a long time, like say with Greek theatre or shamanic 

practice.

Joan: In its earliest form.

Emma: People performed for healing, that was the point.

Joan: Yes, that was their intention.

Emma: So I think it’s really important to it. There is a lot of performance that’s not 

healing but I think that’s probably what it’s meant to be there for. Or where it 

came out of.

Joan: Well certainly origins, it’s one of its origins. But nowadays it’s not its main 

intention so the intention would be different.

Emma: And then to me, like, performance, the second part of that, is 

performance a central aspect to healing? There’s something about someone 

being there with an audience. It’s something about that dynamic I think that is 

really intense that can create that healing.

Joan: I look at that as performance as presence. The actual quality of energy that 

somebody brings on stage with them. That is everywhere in our lives. Sometimes 

a bigger presence is required, sometimes just a lesser one, but in all our 

interactions, in all our relationships, we bring a quality of presence, so that’s why I 

feel Maya Lila as a training could benefit anybody in any walk of life because it 

hopefully give them confidence in their physical presence and in their emotional 

presence and their psychological presence.

Emma: That makes sense because at all times you’re surrounded by people. But 

I suppose I have it divided in my head.

Joan: Ya, so somebody comes out as Macbeth on stage and they really are filling 

Macbeth with Macbeth-ness, that’s wonderful to see that, it’s very powerful. 

Somebody else comes out full of nothing.

Emma: The idea of catharsis (Greek theatre) and trance in shamanism are used 

in other healing performances. They are kind of things I was thinking about in
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relation to Maya Lila, because I’m not sure what relationship they have because 

trance is kind of, I have this idea that it’s not where you’re trying to go exactly, but 

it’s still something about the relationship between myself and other people that is 

more fluid. And with catharsis, well I suppose that talks a lot about just getting it 

all out there and then just forget about it. So they were just two things I was 

thinking about.

Joan: (Man walks in) Hi Paul [Johnson]. They might be by-products but certainly 

not the intention, you know, it wouldn’t be the intention. But if it happened, it 

would have to happen. But the witness would still have to be very present in both 

instances.

Emma: So just about your background. So you were a contemporary dancer 

before, so I was just wondering about where you studied and where you 

performed and all that kind of thing.

Joan: Ok, ya. (Paul Johnson leaves) He was one of the first people that worked 

with me. Now I didn’t start, this is a very old and familiar story, now I didn’t start 

dancing until I was 29.

Emma: I didn’t know that.

Joan: Ya, and after my third child was born. And there was a woman came to 

Dublin who claimed to have worked with Martha Graham, I don’t know if she 

actually did or not, but anyway she was a creative woman and she had 

choreographed a few pieces. I went to her classes.

Emma: What was her name?

Joan: Terez Nelson. She’s actually dead now. But she was teaching in 

Monkstown in the basement of her house. And the first class I took, I thought this 

is what I’ve always wanted to do. So for two years I went three times a week to 

her classes and she put on some performances and I was in those and we were 

in Project and all of that, and it was a bit like finding life or something after years. 

Not that I wasn’t happy in other ways but I just didn’t know this existed, you know. 

And then we had a parting of the ways and I had to continue dancing, I knew that, 

so I had a small savings fund and I started to go over to the London School of
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Contemporary Dance every fortnight for classes. And then I came back and I 

hired a studio in town, in Baggot St., which I don’t think is there any longer, and I 

would teach classes, just what I had learned the day before! And then of course I 

met people over there and I brought them over, teaching, and it just developed 

from there, that kind of background, you know. And there was nothing really like 

it here at all. I was in luck that way, cos I could be a big fish in a small pond. Well 

Terez started it, and she did these couple of shows but she was a very 

temperamental woman and it became impossible to kind of work together so after 

we broke up, she did continue her classes but I don’t think she did any 

performances again. I really took it off and did it. That studio in Harold’s Cross 

came into being, my father gave me that as a gift, so once I had the ground then 

it just...and it really, the timing was amazing because it was right when “Fame!” 

the musical, came out and everybody wanted to be in leotards. I was just really 

lucky so for the first two years I...

Emma: That’s really funny!

Joan: its gas really, it was all just timing.

Emma: How different from Fame!

Joan: How different from Fame! But we were swept up on that, you know and 

then of course aerobics came in and they took all our custom away. But at first 

we were the only thing that was there, so we did a bit of bopping too, but then 

aerobics came in and people kind of went for that. But for two years, we actually 

made enough money to keep it going for a while, you know, that kind of thing, 

and then the Arts Council started to give us funding and all of that.

Emma: And so you were performing then too?

Joan: I was performing, I was choreographing, I was teaching, we used to go 

around schools. And we used to go around the country. We used to go to the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival, we went for about five years running. And it took 

about, it was ’74 I started dancing, in ’76 the studio opened and by 7 7 /’78 a core 

group of dancers had been drawn to it and we were very experimental. I mean 

none of us could dance, we had no training, I had no training really at all, and I
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was very stiff and awkward. Well I’m more flexible now than I was when I started,

I was like a board.

Emma: God, that’s fantastic, it makes me feel much better.

Joan; I do think everybody is a dancer at heart. So but if you give them technique 

to do, they’re going to look really awkward. But if you let them find their own 

movement then they’ll dance. It’s just inherent in everybody to dance, I think, is 

what I feel. So then we went on until ’89. And then all funding for some reason 

was taken away from dance by the Arts Council that year. A whole big hullabaloo, 

one of those big changes of whatever, you know. Anyway, it suited me fine, I was 

exhausted at that stage. I’d actually taken a year out in ’87 and gone travelling 

around the world for a year and when I came back in ’88 we did one piece in 

Lombard street studios, Ulysses, which Paul was part of, Paul was in the 

company as well. And then we went into rehearsals for another piece and we got 

word that we weren’t getting funding so there was no way we could continue. So 

there were three core people left at that point and that’s Robert and Loretta from 

Dance Theatre of Ireland, and myself.

Emma: Robert, ya, I was doing a show and he did some dance with us.

Joan; Ok, ya, so Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre, we agreed we would 

close it down. If they wanted to start up something, it started up under their own 

name. So in a way I was glad to be out of it then because I really wasn’t 

interested in it so much anymore, the stylised choreography. And I wanted to do 

much more innovative things but the company, like all things, it was being driven 

towards better skills and I couldn’t keep up with that so I was glad to be out of it 

and younger dancers and more flexible and get your legs up here and I just 

wasn’t interested in producing that kind of work either. So then I had become 

much more interested in really working with nature and the elements and 

teaching classes like that. I had a little following so I kept doing that and out of 

that came these “thbals” where we went out into the hills, and then I started the 

Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering, they came together, really. We 

got a little pay-off from the Arts Council and that started me off on Body-Mind 

Centering.
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Emma: So did you have to travel?

Joan: Ya, travel to the States for seven weeks every summer for four summers. 

Emma: And you trained in both.

Joan: In both Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering.

Emma: At the same time with different people.

Joan: Different people ya, well Janet’s [Adler] group met in Europe so I would go 

over there, that was usually in June and then I think the training, I don’t know 

whether I would go there before and then I would go on to BMC work in 

Massachusetts, but anyway It always seemed to the two things came exactly 

together, you know.

Emma: And so was that like, did you feel more at home, like it sounds like a sort 

of work you would have gravitated towards but you didn’t know it was there?

Joan: Oh I was much more at home, it was just a really fantastic new chapter for 

me but it was like, oh thank god! Thank god for the witnessing, you know, to learn 

witnessing so you could be in a really honest kind of relationship with somebody, 

talking properly, instead of everybody talking in riddles, which seemed to be my 

experience and then BMC was like, oh my god, your experience is respected, is 

in fact, that’s the material you are working with. Whereas I never had that.

Emma: And had you heard about them before?

Joan: Not really, no I hadn’t, in fact it was Loretta who, cos they’re from the 

States, Robert and Loretta, and she put it under my nose one day and said, “you 

know you might be interested in that”. And then I wrote away for it and I knew that 

then that was what I was going to do.

Emma: And I suppose like I would be interested to know a little about what it was 

like working with them because Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen started it [BMC], and 

Janet Adler was one of the people who developed Authentic Movement, and so...

Joan: Well Bonnie I would have really known her as a teacher, we didn’t have 

any other kind of relationship, you know, and as a teacher I just found her
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enormously expanded. It was just wonderful. She just had an incredibly wide 

awareness in terms of being able to really hold a very diverse field in the one 

space. And that was a great honour for me. And then she would, every week she 

would bring in one of her baby clients and she would work with them and we 

would watch. And there would be discussion after that. It was just amazing to 

watch her relate to the baby. And to communicate with them, it was wonderful, 

wonderful. And then also to watch her working on somebody and how just by 

putting her mind in the right place, I don’t know how to describe it but her 

consciousness, she could meet the consciousness of the person and they could 

duet really in that and you could see bodies changing you know it was really 

remarkable. Now none of her teachers have that capacity but they have other 

gifts. She was a bit of a guru so they all cow-towed to her a bit. But she definitely 

would really follow detail and was very positive in her thinking. Like one of her 

things that I always remember was about when we’d be assessing somebody, 

you know what they could do and what they couldn’t do. She said always look for 

what they can do and really boost, you know, encourage them in that, and then 

you’ll find that they start to change, you know. It’s because we’re so used to the 

medical model and in the Western world for negative criticism, assessment, like 

“oh hello, you look awful” or something.

Emma: “W hat’s wrong?”

Joan: It’s a really a cultural thing, ya, “W hat’s wrong, what’s wrong with you”. 

Emma: That’s interesting, how you encourage what you can do.

Joan: The positive, what’s good.

Emma: Ya, I notice in yoga, like things with my knees bent, I love that, really 

easy, whereas when I have to straighten my legs it’s like “Ahh” but the more I 

spend on my knees bent, the more I have the impulse that I want to stretch them 

out. That makes sense.

Joan: Exactly, ya, exactly that. It’s an exact counter to it. That’s it. So and then 

with Janet, I think Bonnie also had a great attention to detail, and Janet really 

was inspiring in that she always followed her own questions and that gave me the 

courage to follow my questions. She modelled that for me. She gave me the
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courage to do that. And I just found, I was very inspired by that way of teaching 

and I teach that way. I’m starting this foundation course but I haven’t a clue really 

what it will be but it has to be based around what I’m inquiring at the moment, 

otherwise it’s dead material for me. I’m not interested in it, you know. And so if I 

can just hang it on something I have a question around, then it will work. But if I 

don’t, then it won’t. So that was Janet. And of course, the witnessing, the 

teaching of the witnessing was just, her teaching of it, she really developed the 

witness consciousness, that was her great contribution to Authentic Movement, 

and I think one of my contributions is the development of the embodiment from 

which to authentically move, I think that’s one of my contributions. Because she 

wouldn’t have done any of that. We would have been a group of professionals 

anyway so we would you know, I don’t know how she would have worked with 

beginners.

Emma: So are you talking about, say, in relation to images -  embodiment and 

fully embodying...

Joan: The tissue, really enlivening your own tissue systems, which comes from 

the BMC, the BMC is about embodiment. Then when you combine embodiment 

with Authentic Movement -  ahh -  I love that, I just love it. It’s so whole. That’s 

healing now, to come back to that question of healing, its going towards 

wholeness, that’s what healing is. And we all have that draw towards wholeness, 

to become wholly who we are. So that for me would be healing.

Emma: And then you did some other different trainings.

Joan: Well I did all my therapy training. Ten million spiritual trainings. 

Psychotherapy was one, with a gorgeous couple who have now passed on, Peter 

and Elizabeth Gill, and they were pioneers of that work in Ireland, and that came 

out of a whole school of spiritual thinking which was non-religious, completely 

non-religious. But it would have been more to do with energy and angels and that 

kind of thing. They were lovely teachers, and he particularly was a model of 

compassion. Just kindness. And then there were other, well, I did Zen Buddhism 

for years and years and years. Looking at a white wall. At least 10 or 15 years.

Emma: You didn’t keep that up?
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JD: I didn’t keep that up. No, no. But we had a wonderful teacher used to come 

over to Ireland. Master Hogen from Japan, so there was a following with the 

Aikido group, used to bring him over, and I used to go to that for retreats. I’ve 

always been very strongly drawn in that direction. But now I work with this man 

Satyinanda who...

Emma; Ya I’ve heard about him.

Joan: Ya he’s my teacher now. You know again, when I met him first -  I thought 

“ya, this is it”, you don’t have to practice, you don’t have to do anything, you are it 

anyway. I said that’s great, that’s it now, I’m free. End of story.

Emma: It’s all like you’re drawn to the spiritual and then you did different dance 

training, the Authentic Movement, body work and then there was the 

psychotherapeutic...

Joan: Psychotherapy, I did the Hakomi Psychotherapy which was a body 

psychotherapy but it really brought how we are thinking, the workings of the 

mental mind with the workings of the body-mind. That was a wonderful training 

for trauma actually, trauma training. But it really made sense of what I was 

grappling with in the movement work. Just made sense of it all. And that was 

great.

Emma: Ya. I’m just kinda aware that it’s nearly an hour, like we’re not probably 

going to finish this, but just let me know when you’re...

Joan: Ya, ya its ok. So long as, if you’ve got tape I’m...

Emma: Ya it’s a digital one so it goes on for a long time, so I don’t have to worry 

about it.

Joan: Ya well POP, Process Orientated Psychology, I also did that for about 10 

years. But again I couldn’t really go fully down that road cos I was on my own 

path. But for community, one of the big things I got from that was the aspiration 

towards what they called “deep democracy”, where every voice can be heard at 

least, doesn’t have to be agreed with, but it can be heard. So that’s a major part 

of Maya Lila in that way and the capacity to build community within that ethos 

really.
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Emma: And that was taught by this guy Mindell.

Joan: Mindell. Amie Mindell.

Emma: I have to read more about that.

JD: Well I have a lot of his books now. He might be interesting. The Shaman’s 

Body is kind of one of his classics. That might very much relate into your thesis. 

But your library should have that now.

Emma: They have a lot of his books, cos I’ve just done a bibliography, just seeing 

what books are there that are available to me and stuff, so they are in there all 

right. Oh and the other performers, or offerers in Maya Lila, so I was just sort of 

wondering what sort of background they are from.

Joan: Well for example, Mary Noonan, she runs the M.A. programme for Dance 

in Limerick. She started dancing with me in the early, early days, as did Paul who 

is now running the dance centre here. And then Maggie’s a dancer for many 

years, I don’t know what her background in dance is but she also didn’t start 

dancing till she was in her 30s, think she was a social worker or something before 

then, I’m not sure.

Emma: Is Maggie the one who had the baby?

Joan: No, Maggie is the other tall kinda lanky woman.

Emma: Oh ya with the short dark hair. Oh right, she looks like she’s been dancing 

forever.

Joan; Ya cos she really followed her own body dancing, she hasn’t taken on any 

other form so has a very good body. And Penny, the one who had the baby. 

Penny teaches in a university, she teaches dance and choreography I think, in a 

university in Leeds. So she worked with several different dance companies for 

many years, Ludus being one of them, the dance in education company. So she’s 

very experience performer. And 1 met her through Linda Hartley. Linda put her 

onto me, she had been training with Linda. And then this year we had Nick Twilly. 

He’s a gas man altogether.

Emma: He was kinda the drums and music.
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Joan: Ya, he was the musician. But he’s very much from the shamanic world and 

very sensitive, wonderfully sensitive musician, and a wonderful musician as well, 

really wonderful musician. But he has tremendous sensitivity. Also he can do 

some movement. Eileen, the singer, she well she loves to sing, she’s a very 

talented woman but she works as a psychotherapist and she does some voice 

work teaching and she runs a psychotherapy centre. There have been other...

Emma; Ya, so Maya Lila I think started around 2002, so has it been similar 

people throughout?

Joan: Well Maggie, Mary, Penny and myself have been constant and the rest 

have all changed. Well for two years we had, or three years was it, we had 

Siobhan Daffy as musician. Or no, we had somebody else, no because we didn’t 

have music, you know that came much later. First of all it was just movement and 

then we added layers, ya.

Emma: Ya we were talking about this a bit earlier, what are the theatrical 

elements of Maya Lila? Cos I really have that feeling that it’s not just dance.

Joan: Oh no it’s not, it’s definitely theatre as well. But I don’t know how to tell you 

the truth, except that you can use voice, you can use words, storytelling, you can 

use song and dance, you know you can use anything so...

Emma: And I think maybe it’s about the fact that it’s not just about form. There’s a 

lot about the content.

Joan: Ya it’s a lot about content, and content is always changing. So you’re going 

to get theatre in terms of where people, people have spatial relationships, if we 

have, which were only just beginning to work with this year, this is what is so 

difficult with this piece, we were just beginning to work with composition where 

we could really all be aware of dynamic timing, phrasing, duets, vocal. I mean it’s 

taken us five years to try and even look at that and we didn’t get it yet. We were 

just beginning to really seek, this is the musicality that we’re looking for, this is a 

musicality that we want. That’s very sophisticated, you know, to be that attuned to 

each other. That’s where it would be theatre.
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Emma; What do the performers do during the residency in order to work towards 

performances? What’s the rehearsal process?

Joan: Well the rehearsal process is that there be a rota for housekeeping tasks. 

Emma; That’s a start!

JD; That’s the start. Then there would be a morning practice of different 

practices that have evolved over the years. Like it might be cellular breathing, I 

have gone back to using that a lot as a preparation, then it might be just pure 

Authentic Movement or it might be work with the objects or it might be voice work 

or it might be whatever. And we’d spend the morning looking at details of that. 

Practicing our witnessing, whatever we needed to do, I would break that down. 

And then in the afternoon we would just do a run, like we would just set up our 

circle and move. Maybe do that a couple of times, and then there would be 

equally the amount of time spent witnessing. So after our run would finish, we 

would offer each other witnessing. And then we’d evaluate what we’d done after 

we’d witnessed. So that way then we’d bring our questions and our personal 

process along with us and then to the next day.

Emma; So at that point it’s still personal, like do you talk about, do you ever talk 

about the form of it or say, though you can’t really say, “This doesn’t work like 

that”.

Joan; No I mean I’ve fallen into that trap, I don’t know how many times, by saying 

“That works” and then people go “What, what do you mean that worked?” 

because then you have to say, what do you mean really, “worked”? For what? 

For entertainment or for, you know, so you can’t really, well there were a few 

things really that we said, that I would have said like, “ok we’re not going to have 

more than three things happening at one time”. And that could be any 

combination of three, but if you see there’s an object, there’s a dancer and 

there’s a singer, then don’t go into the space, you can’t go in.

Emma: Or could you join another dancer?
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Joan: Well then I think we loosened that a bit to say ok, there can be dance, 

object and singers, but we found actually that to keep it to three things as 

opposed to, ya like object could become all the objects in some way.

Emma: Ya, so if all the dancers are moving together that’s one.

Joan: Ya, that is dance, but then you would not go near the objects if you were 

dancing, you know. We had to be really clearly defined about our roles. And that 

was another thing POP taught me, very much was about role, what role we play. 

Not role-play as in therapy but roles.

Emma: So about the residency. Do you have any themes or focus, like do you..?

Joan: No not at all. Absolutely not. And that was another question that came up 

this year: should we have a theme? What would be an authentic theme? If we 

were all thinking of Swan Lake when we stepped in, would that work?

Emma: I was thinking about what you were saying about your morning session, 

you have something you focus on. So maybe if there was something like that, like 

that came up a few times, you know, something that came up, that you could go 

“This is our intention for this” .

Joan: It just never worked to impose that on it. But we have a lot of discussion 

around this. Because I felt it wasn’t holding the whole piece, it didn’t have a full 

integrity, which is exactly the kind of problem I’m coming up against here as well. 

But when you try and impose something on it, then you lose your authenticity. 

Because you just can’t guarantee that something is going to be able to happen. 

But what we did really realise was that we have to, there may be authentic 

themes, that can recur, absolutely, and we have to honour that. So that if running 

up and down or stamping my feet, if that happens repeatedly then I have to 

honour that and not say, “Oh this is just old stuff’ so from that point of view you 

could have a theme.

Emma: So how has the form of it changed since 2002? Was 2002 part of the 

tribals or was that a whole new thing?

Joan: No that was a whole new phase, ya. Now the last kind of tribal-y one was in 

’99 when I did one on the beach.

321



Emma: Marolly [Rowan] went to that I think, she was describing something she 

saw on a beach.

Joan: Ya, and all the questions for the next years came really out of that.

Emma: Ya, Marolly said that the audience could participate, so then I thought that 

must be very different.

Joan: They didn’t no, they couldn’t move with us, no they didn’t. They were 

brought around the artwork, we did artwork, but then they did sit in a big circle. 

They didn’t come in to move with us. But we tried to bring them in, in the end, in 

terms of the witnessing, we tried to invite them in to the discussion afterwards, so 

I don’t know if it worked, anyway, it certainly set the scene for the years of 

research because the questions that came out of it.

Emma: So then in 2002 you started this new...

Joan: I started this new thing, what happened in 2001, I don’t think I got funding 

so I couldn’t do anything, and I just continued teaching, and then I got sick. I got 

sick actually after “Through fluid eyes”, which was another thing that made me 

realise how open you were when you step into a space to do Authentic 

Movement and the kind of psychic and energetic protection you actually need. So 

that was a lot of the journey from 2002, was setting the container. Spent all of 

2002 doing that and we’ve been refining it, we refine it every single year.

Emma: I suppose I’m thinking now that with theatre you have the safety in the 

piece and the roles and what you’ve rehearsed and everything, that makes 

something safer. But when you’re going out there doing Authentic Movement...

Joan: You’ve got the circle as container. You’ve nothing else. And in the 

therapeutic practice, you’ve got your witness to hold, help you hold, but in a 

performative practice that’s not what your witnesses or audience come for, 

they’re not there to hold you. If anything, the reverse in a way, because they’re 

being opened up to your psyche.

Emma: So what sort of things have changed? What did I read about? Say for 

example, with the witness, bringing in a meta-witness and a few different things.
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Like has the audience position changed or configurations of dancers or things like 

that?

Joan: Well the audience position just changed, cos a lot changed when we went 

down to the amphitheatre, that was just a whole different experience really.

Emma: Ya, actually, I gave a presentation in the department and Chnssie Poulter 

was there and she said some of the students in the Beckett Centre helped to 

make the amphitheatre.

Joan: Ya, they did a bit of digging for me, ya that’s right. So no, it’s more a 

deepening awareness from my side. You see this would have been the big switch 

from the therapeutic form to a performative form, is in fact the relationship to the 

witness, and the witness relationship to the mover, that’s the big shift, so that’s 

taken years to kind of make that shift, to be able to make that shift and we’re still 

grappling with that, you know, we’re closer to it, we’re definitely opening it up but 

it’s still not “You’re the audience and we’re the performers” or “You’re there to 

mind me while I do my thing”. It’s not that at all. So it’s how to really include the 

audience, whilst not needing anything from them really, is very challenging.

Emma: So then you brought in the idea of the meta-witness.

Joan: The meta-witness was because we had to have one person who held the 

witness role, for the performers, for the offerers and for the witness audience, 

they were one person that could hold everything.

Emma: And are they a person who has been there during the rehearsal and 

the...

Joan: The whole thing, ya. And they’re a very experienced witness, very 

experienced as a witness.

Emma: And they just sit as part of the audience?

Joan: Ya and this year we had Germaine [Fraser] from the States and she kept 

time as well, and she would do the bells. That freed us up to be movers but we 

were all trying to be witnesses and movers but it was impossible.
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Emma; And say, I suppose one of the things that changed between performance 

last year was stuff in the garden, doing stuff there and then only doing stuff down 

in the amphitheatre, why was that?

Joan: Stuff in the garden...what do you mean exactly?

Emma: Movement in the garden.

Joan: Oh ya, at the top level.

Emma: Ya, and then another day there was no movement there.

Joan: Oh yes one day we, ya well, it was just an idea and it didn’t work. Moving 

down the garden, it’s still an idea I want to work with but I haven’t found a way to 

implement it yet. So we tried it on the first day, an element of it worked but it 

didn’t really hold as a piece. So we dropped it and just let people wander down 

the garden, let people see the little art works and things in the garden and have a 

chance to really -  there was so much there to look at anyway, that there was too 

much to do. Maybe if there wasn’t any art work in the garden it might have 

worked better but there was just too much, but it’s a still an idea that I want, that 

the whole offering would in fact be the movement of the audience through the 

garden like an art gallery. That’s an idea that I come back to all the time. And 

then it would end with everybody in the amphitheatre, and maybe, I don’t know 

what, I don’t know.

Emma: The next level.

Joan: Ya, the next level.

Emma: Is the experience of the event as important as the content or meaning?

Joan: Ya, the experience is as important. It is an experience, a direct experience. 

It’s not about what happens. I mean that of course, that’s part of the experience, 

but it’s that direct experience.

Emma: Ya, because I was showing my supervisor a bit of the performance, and 

he was like “Ok so, she’s singing this song here, what meaning do I infer from 

this?” And I had never really thought about it, seen it like that I suppose.

324



Joan: That’s what happens with the audience, you start, you burst into song, they 

think “Why is she doing that?” you know, so that’s why it’d have to be very 

organic so that people can be brought along this journey with you and then you 

can say “Oh, there’s somebody singing ‘Home on the Range’ for absolutely no 

reason, now isn’t that ridiculous”.

Emma: It’s not a representation.

Joan: Not a representation, no, no, never is. I'm not going to last terribly much 

longer, just to...

Emma: Fine, maybe we’ll just finish with these two questions here? What 

elements make it a piece of art/performance? We kinda talked about that a bit.

Joan: The skills, skills make it I think, they make it art that’s its skilful, we’re all 

skilful in what we do. That has to be...

Emma: The skills of Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering.

Joan: The skills of Authentic Movement, the skills of embodiment, skills of voice 

work, skills to be able to tell a story off the top of your head, extemporise, skills of 

music making, they’re a pile we can possibly get skills from, not even dancey- 

dance movements but movement, like I could see myself doing this with. I’d be 

very excited actually to do this with a company of skilled actors, it would be really 

wonderful to work with all these practices and then let them do an opera or 

whatever.

Emma: Ya, what future developments do you have in mind? What’s next?

Joan: I don’t know. I’m waiting on the universe to tell me! I don’t know. I mean 

there have been a few things tossed around but I just wanted to get the 

documentation done this year, the book, the DVD

Emma: Ya how's that going?

Joan: Coming along ok.

Emma: And what’s going to happen to it? It’s going to be published?
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Joan: Well the idea is that it’ll be published. I’m putting it out under Elmdon Books 

because Linda has a whole load of ISBN numbers that she won’t be using so I 

can publish under this. So I’m going to publish under Elmdon, and the book is a 

photographic journey with some quotations, a photographic journey as if you just 

arrive at Gorse Hill, you know, and you would be taken through an offering so 

and there’s an introduction to the work and just a little explanation. And it has a 

CD that you can play while you’re going through, so that helps. Stories and 

poems and songs and music and all of that you know. You get the full feeling of 

an offering. And then the DVD, which is a part of it, well there’s a video, and 

you’re welcome to have a look at all these things, cos when you come out on that 

next weekend you can burn a disk for yourself on my thing because I’m not too 

good with the old burning! Maybe you could show me, I get it by fluke and then I 

can’t repeat it, you know. So this is all on the one DVD, there’s the video that we 

did in 2003, there’s a video we did in 2005, they’re both about 10-12 minutes 

each something like that, and then there’s this current DVD which is a bit more 

state of the art, it’s actually like a slide show but a bit fancier. And that’s being put 

together and that’s really nice too. So there’s a kind of progression, and then 

there’s going to be all the written stuff which is now about two hundred pages, 

and I’m just meeting up with somebody next week, they’re going to desktop that 

for me. And then I’ll get copies of that photocopied really but nicely bound.

Emma; So that’s the current project.

Joan; That’s the current project. That’s this year’s work really, and then I’m 

hoping to launch it in here, which Paul is very on for and would support, and 

maybe have a bit of a exhibition with some of the garden art and slideshow and 

all of that. That’d be November. So it’s a mega project. So when that’s done 

maybe some of the other ideas that were coming up last year about what to do 

with Maya Lila next will, I mean I have to put in another application anyway, you 

know for next year, but it’ll be gobbledegook. I don’t know what I want to do. If 

anything, part of me really just wants to take a year out now, you know, it’s been 

quite an intensive creative period and also I’m very committed to teaching this 

developmental work now and exploring that. My dream would be that there’d be 

enough people in that that would follow that through and the Authentic Movement 

to form another company that would perform. You know, that would create a
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whole new group that would do offerings and that would be able to teach or 

whatever. That’s what I would love to see happening. We’ll see.

327



Interview with Joan Davis, Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin, August 14, 2007.

Emma: Ok, so the last we got to was the performance offerings and what future 

developments you had in mind. And then I had some questions about the 

performers. So what do you see as the role of the performers in Maya Lila, is it 

aesthetic, spiritual, healing, how do you see what the performer does?

Joan: I think like there are a lot of different things but what comes immediately to 

mind is that, even though I would never set out to say this to a performer -  this is 

what you are -  they are really a channel for themselves and the audience, to the 

energies that are around because they have no script or anything to hold to, so 

they’ve got to be in relationship just with the audience, the environment, and each 

other, so that’s what they are doing, they are channelling all of that energy, and 

however that comes out in music or movement or sound or storytelling so 

basically I think they are a channel, as any actor is a channel really for the role 

that they take on. But because in Maya Lila we don’t have specific roles, we are 

open to all roles, really. So we act as a channel I guess for that.

Emma: To what people need, or what they bring with them?

Joan: Yeah to whatever, I don’t know if I would set out to say this is healing or not 

because everything is healing in some form or other, us just sitting here talking 

like this is healing experience because its exchange, connection, interaction, 

whatever, you know. And spirit is always involved as far as I’m concerned. So the 

challenge is really that the performer will stay open to whatever arises and that 

they will not attempt to control the outcome happening, that’s a big challenge for 

the performer.

Emma: I was reading a bit about “will” ...

Joan: And surrender, yeah, exactly.

Emma: Sometimes it’s hard to know the difference.

Joan: Yeah it is and sometimes we just don’t know the difference and sometimes 

it’s blatantly clear -  that was surrender. And you just know it. But sometimes
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there is not knowing around it too, and that’s ok. Nothing is ever certain in this, 

nothing at all.

Emma; Do you see the aesthetic end of it as important for the performer? As in, 

most of the performers have done dance, they are kind of able to express 

themselves physically. It’s not that it’s pleasing, but they have ability.

Joan: Yes and this is something I really did grapple with a lot because in my 

understanding, if somebody is embodied, that means they have enough bodily 

awareness to express, to know where their back is when their front is facing this 

way, to know how their legs are planted, to feel themselves totally within their 

physicality. Now, I’m sure there are actors who are extremely physically 

embodied, there are dancers who are not really embodied, they are doing things 

but they’re not really in their bodies in some strange way. There are musicians 

who are very embodied, there are singers who are very embodied, and singers 

who aren’t, so it is a skill on its own in a way. But I stand more of a chance, 

perhaps, of finding a dancer who is embodied than I do in finding an actor or 

a...and then actors will move differently than dancers, dancers will have a greater 

range of movement, so that’s why I went for dancers. But embodiment, like Body- 

Mind Centering people who come from many different backgrounds, that’s what 

you get at the end of BMC, you get a state of embodiment and then you can use 

that to move from. But that’s why I went for dancers, I wanted people who had a 

skill, but it’s not really about an aesthetic as such, because the ugly will come up, 

but at least you’re watching people who are skilled in what they are doing, and 

that’s important, because it takes it out of sort of community work, say or...it just 

brings it into professionalism, and this is a very skilled practice, a very skilled arts 

practice.

Emma: I’m thinking about what is aesthetic? I suppose it something that you 

create a world or something, that it all fits together, cos its not necessarily 

beautiful, like say, with Butoh dance, they've kind of got an aesthetic. But it is 

something they build, and I think maybe it’s something to do with the form you 

create as well with the amphitheatre, and being outside, that’s an aesthetic as 

well.
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Joan; Yes I suppose so, I have written about aesthetic a little bit, but I think it’s 

been more in the sense of beauty, like in ballet, that you are going to make 

beautiful forms. So any form will have its own aesthetic, the dead form of the bird 

can be extraordinarily beautiful if you see it through that lens, so aesthetic is a 

difficult one. And even the dancers will have, we have all grappled with that, 

where we go into the circle and we want to do something that’s beautiful and 

usually when we examine that it’s to please the audience or, you know...

Emma; To do something artistic...

Joan; To do something artistic or it’s usually a much more contrived motivation. 

So we’ve tried just to acknowledge that but not try and do anything. Just really 

allow what comes to come, and really the whole, the thing that I wrote a lot about 

this year was the creative encounter. I don’t know if you know that little book, 

Rollo May, The Courage to Create.

Emma; Yes I’ve just read that, you recommended it.

Joan; For me it was a real turning point in terms of, it’s the engagement which is 

the full bodied, the embodiment, I could say that’s another word for embodiment. 

With the encounter that you’re having, whatever it is, whether it’s a demon from 

your past, whether it’s an audience members thought or an expression on their 

face or an object in the space or anything, but it’s your full bodied engagement 

with that, that makes it come alive, so that’s why body awareness, you have to 

know you have a body before you can do that.

Emma; Creative encounter, is that with the audience who are present as well?

Joan; Ya, it’s with everything that you are interacting with, if you were playing 

Hamlet it would be with the role of Hamlet. You totally engage with it.

Emma; Ya, cos I was just thinking the book, I think is that the distinction he is 

making with therapy, that it wasn’t just your dealing with something internal it’s 

just like you’re encountering something in the real world, do you know?

Joan; Who said that?

Emma; Was it in that one, in Rollo May’s book?
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Joan; Oh

Emma: Or was that, I read another one recently that was very good, Anthony 

Storr, The Dynamics o f Creation, that there’s always an external object that 

you’re encountering for it to be a creative act, that it’s not just internal material.

Joan; It’s not just internal material, ya. I’d say that’s, I dunno, I can understand 

that. But let me see. A creative act is an action. You create a something, that is 

symbolic of something internal. If you’re In therapy you might try to reflect on that 

or understand it or exorcise it if it’s a trauma or something, but as an artist you 

wouldn’t do that, you just do it and that’s it, so it wouldn’t possibly come into the 

same kind of consciousness, as it would say if you were in therapy. And there’s a 

danger in that if you are an artist, that then you mightn’t need to do it. You 

mightn’t have that drive to actually create if everything gets resolved.

Emma: Ya that’s what that book is writing about as well, Anthony Storr, The 

Dynamics o f Creation, cos he was saying that he doesn’t believe that’s true in a 

way, that people can continue to create even if they have gone through 

therapeutic process.

Joan: They can continue or they can’t?

Emma: They can, that’s what he was saying.

Joan: Oh they can, they definitely can.

Emma; It’s very interesting that, I can’t remember how I came across it. Oh, I 

think it was from those performance articles that I gave to you.

Joan: Must have a look at this. I mean it, I just, I don’t know what that drive is in 

creativity, but for me it would be very strongly linked with spirit, definitely. And it’s 

to do with engagement for me. And authenticity, when I see somebody, I mean it 

all has to go through these stages, but it’s like the will and surrender bit, if 

somebody is too self-conscious, if their witness is so strong they’re monitoring 

every tiny movement as they are doing it, then you can’t really, they never fully 

surrender into something, so they’re always on the outside. But when you can, 

it’s like you have to have the witness and you have to let the witness go at the 

same time. To fully engage there has to be nobody there. And then when you
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come out, you reclaim it, and the witness comes in. And that’s a very skilled thing 

to do. To become completely unconscious and then become conscious about 

being unconscious. And that’s what I’m really going for. And next year, if there is 

a next year, that’s what I want, it’s like I want to go now beyond Authentic 

Movement, I want to just get in there and do it. No more of this preciousness 

around “well, do I have an impulse in my neck or do I not”, you know, get there 

faster and just right in and see what happens, and stay in there until it’s 

completely played out. Now that’s a tall order.

Emma: But I think that is exciting to watch.

Joan: Ya, I think so. And it’s interesting that you might see people doing that now 

in other disciplines perhaps, but I’m curious about, if there’s any difference in 

somebody who just goes out and jumps in and does their thing, and somebody 

who has come up through all these layers of awareness or not, I don’t know, is 

the answer to that.

Emma: But I think it might be that it’s the ability to keep yourself secure in it.

Joan: Ya, you have to have a certain level of safety, but the safety develops 

through the development of the internal witness, once you know she’s there, that 

no matter what you do, when you come out, you’re going to be able to be 

witnessed compassionately by yourself and by your colleagues around you, cos 

sure as hell you’re going to make an idiot of yourself, you know.

Emma: It can be quite frightening sometimes, I suppose I’ve found it or seen it in 

rehearsals where people really go there and so I think it’s really important to have 

that part of it, the safety to know that you can come back from there.

Joan: And that’s a skill, that’s a hell of a skill.

Emma: Because you lose awareness of really who you are in that moment.

Joan: And you lose awareness of everybody around you. And you might hurt 

yourself, you might hurt somebody else, you know. And that’s not ok.

Emma: But it is very exciting in that moment.
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Joan: Ya, because they’re completely engaged. Those moments are really 

unmlstakeable, aren’t they? That’s what I’m going for now. I want people who are 

going to take that risk, and who are able to cope with the backlash that will come, 

no matter how matter how mature you are, there’s bound to be something, that’s 

what I’m really looking for now.

Emma: I’d say that will make a difference to have trained in that just to be able to 

keep a secure base while you’re going into something like that.

Joan: So that is the training. That is what we’ve been doing for the last five years 

really, six years, securing that base. And that’s why I couldn’t, I had to stop the 

performance thing, do you remember, because that base wasn’t there for the 

people concerned, maybe one person was close to it, but I don’t think others 

were, it wasn’t only that there wasn’t as much interest as I thought, you know, but 

the base, the ground hadn’t been built yet.

Emma: Is this with the performers from previous...

Joan: No, do you remember when I was offering this performance module, but 

the ground wasn’t there, takes a lot to create that ground. And I honestly think in 

some way that is why I am going back to now doing six weekends of Authentic 

Movement, six weekends of the Developmental, so that people can really get the 

ground and then we can do six weekends of the performance study in it. Then we 

are in a position to do that.

Emma: That’s what I was going to ask as the next question, about why do the 

performers open their eyes and what affect that has and all that?

Joan: Well that was an absolutely huge transition, and still is one, because that is 

again the difference between therapeutic form. See I notice that in a lot of these 

things, people are talking about Authentic Movement and performance, like 

they're two separate things. And my journey has been Authentic Movement in 

performance and that’s the difference of what I’m doing, because I see a lot of 

people have used Authentic Movement as a source, they source their ideas, 

which is great, and it’s perfect for that. But to use it as a means of its own, that’s 

what I do, that very different. So opening the eyes, was almost like breaking the 

ten commandments, you know, it was that powerful a deed and of course it
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immediately has the potential to pull you even more out of yourself, so that again 

is a difference between the therapeutic form and the performance form, in which 

the therapeutic form you are allowed to be totally indulgent in your own world and 

that’s absolutely as it should be, but in the performance form you’ve got to be 

totally indulgent in your own world and in relationship in with that world to the rest 

of the world. So that’s through the visual and that’s a hell of a challenge because 

the visual is one of our strongest channels. So we did a lot of different exercises 

about opening up the eyes and if there was a performance module then that’s 

what we would be concentrating on, you know, but you’ve got to do it all with the 

eyes closed for years really before you get to that.

Emma: So is the main effect that it has that you become more aware of people 

and everything around you.

Joan: Ya, you become much more aware of being witnessed, whereas 

sometimes in the therapeutic form, you don’t really, you can forget about your 

witness to a certain extent because your eyes are closed and they’re silent, so 

you don’t even hear anything, you’ll hear you’re sounds around you but they’ll be 

the other movers and you interact with them.

Emma: And why did you decide to open the eyes?

Joan: Because I wanted to engage more with the witness audience, I wanted to 

include them, I wanted to make this performance in a different way where you are 

in relationship to your audience, and in the therapeutic form, you’re not really in 

relationship to your witness in that way. You are, in the terms of, you both have 

the fullness of your own experience in the presence of each other and you pick 

up often stuff from your witness, or your witness can pick up stuff from you, you 

know, so it’s that plus seeing. So it was to really fill that out because the eyes 

closed, when you are watching someone with their eyes closed and you want to 

call it an art form or whatever, the audience will feel even more excluded, cos it’s 

like they’re just looking at somebody in their inner process, and they can’t 

connect with them as much. So it’s like, how do you stay that much inward and 

still be relating to the outer world. Very hard.
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Emma; Because it almost happens naturally like in some exercises that you do, 

even outside Authentic Movement, where you have to do something, often you 

have to close your eyes, you know.

Joan: Ya, to concentrate. So it’s very challenging. And then you tend to go to a 

different part of your brain, when your eyes are closed than when the visual 

sense is awakened, it’s much more higher brain, higher up in the brain so and 

that then you become more cognitive. So you are seeing things and you have to 

work things out maybe you know so to stay in the lower part of your brain with the 

eyes open and it’s just it’s a huge challenge, with an audience, sitting there 

watching you, with all their expectations of performance as well. The thing is that 

you’re expressing your inner most...like it’s a very vulnerable place and you’re 

being seen and you’re seeing yourself being seen, so that is a challenge.

Emma: That kind of leads into the next question, what is the relationship between 

the performers and the audience, what influence do they have on each other? I 

suppose what you were saying about the performers being a channel, that’s 

one...

Joan: Well they have a huge influence on them, just by whatever they bring in 

their own psyche is profoundly affecting the movers, and the movers are 

profoundly affecting them, it’s an absolute exchange, like if I were to move in front 

of you, I would probably do something completely different than if I were to move 

in front of somebody else, you know, and the same for you, if you were to move 

in front of me, you would do something completely different that if you were to 

move in front of a colleague or something, you know. So it really does, they 

profoundly interact but, they just do, it’s just an energetic, cellular connection, 

they profoundly interact.

Emma: I’m just thinking of what my classmates ask, because they find it very 

strange, I suppose they are wondering are the performers there to heal the 

audience?

Joan: No, they don’t have that kind of intention no.

Emma: So there’s no intention or expectation on the performers part, and then on 

the audience’s part it’s whatever they bring, their expectations.
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Joan; Ya, 1 mean everybody comes with something, maybe you’re having a bad 

hair day, maybe your car broke down, maybe you got news that you won the 

lotto, whatever, you know, everybody comes with, maybe your mother is dying, 

maybe your sister just had a baby, everybody comes with something, so that’s 

just part of the content. And sometimes it gets picked up and sometimes it 

doesn’t. And the more open you are, the more you will pick up, but you still, the 

witness still has to choose at a level, or discern even what they will express in the 

moment, so they might be getting a flood of...a baby’s just been born or death or 

whatever, and the body will choose which avenue to go down, it has to, you can’t 

do it all simultaneously, so it will discern.

Emma: I’ve written down here, what is the role of the audience? But then I’m 

thinking... you don’t set a role.

Joan: Well it’s an interesting question, you don’t set a role and yet it’s a really 

good question, what is the role of the audience?

Emma: I mean you invite them, you want them to be there.

Joan: What’s the role of the audience in any art?

Emma: Well, I can only talk for myself but for me, but we’re inviting something 

there, we’re present together.

Joan: Ya, well to do it on your own would be kind of pointless, wouldn’t it? I don’t 

have a role for the audience except, again this would be very personal to me, it 

would be like when I used to do the “tribals”, and I saw this going on out in the 

wilderness, I just thought, I have to share this, other people have to see this. It’s 

just, well, I would have used the word beautiful. And I think, at its heart now I’ve 

decided, I dunno if I even mentioned this to you before, it’s like coming out you 

know, it’s a secret coming out, May Lila is a spiritual practice, it’s all about

connecting with the divine and creating a ground from which to be able to do that

and it is about non-separation and if anything, that’s the bit I want to share, I want 

everybody to know that they’re not separate, they’re individual and they are 

separate but they’re not separate, we are all part of one. And that’s what drives, 

that’s what I want, it’s like I’m out there proving, and I really only have admitted 

that openly. If I want the audience and the movers to have an experience, it’s an
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experience of oneness. That’s what I want. And that only comes “when two or 

more gather in my name”. Marceau, the mime artist, on one very rare occasion 

he spoke, and I wrote this as well, I never forgot it, because I thought it was so 

wonderful, after one of his performances, a matinee in the Gaiety theatre, 

because he used to come quite often to Ireland.

Emma: Ya he came once when I was in college, he was quite old.

Joan: And he did the same show every time he came. He had all his acts, and he 

sweated his way through it, the same each time, every fibre of his being was 

dragging the dog along or whatever, you know. And at the end, when he gave 

this very rare discussion, somebody asked him, “Do you not get tired of doing the 

same thing, you’ve been doing it now for 40 years or whatever”, and he said, “No, 

it does, it becomes repetitive of course but sometimes God enters also”. And 

that’s what makes it worthwhile for him. And everybody is looking for that 

expanded, unified state, everybody wants that. I’ve never met anybody that 

doesn’t, they might not allow it, but that’s what they’re looking for, they might be 

trying to find it in other ways, but that is what everybody wants, is that ohginal 

unified peace, where there was no, you just didn’t have to work so hard at 

boundaries, and everything you know. And the plans I have for next year are 

going to involve inviting, again assuming I get the money next year, but they’re 

going to involve inviting people who are interested to be a part of Maya Lila as in, 

kind of like hosts for different aspects of it, and I could really see you in there in 

some element. It would be great, that’s what I really want to invite. So then it 

becomes even a bigger community, and there’s a lot of people involved really, all 

part of this community. And then it will take on its own life completely. It’s always 

been out of my hands to a certain extent.

Emma: Is it necessary for the audience to be trained in the codes of expression, 

or to understand Authentic Movement in order to appreciate the performance?

Joan: Well, up to this, I would have said, yes they do because it’s so alien to sit 

and look at that. And again next year. I’m thinking that there would be different 

experiences that I would take the audience through so that they could be opened 

up more to it. But, and this is only theory, because I don’t know of course, if we 

actually go beyond Authentic Movement, and really do the jumping in, then
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maybe there is no need for the audience to be trained in anything, do you know, 

so that will be really interesting to see.

Emma: I mean I suppose. I’m trying to think, the first time I went to see a 

performance offering, I had been to one, had I even been to a weekend? I had 

done very little anyway, I may have only done a one-to-one or something like 

that. And I really enjoyed it. I’m interested in that kind of thing anyway, but at the 

end I was really surprised at the way people were responding, I felt like I had 

been left out on something, cos people were all responding in “ I see, I feel, I 

imagine” and I was like, what the hell’s going on? So I definitely think it helps to 

have some background in it, and I suppose a sense of community as well. But I’d 

say it will be different depending on the performance.

Joan; Well, it will. I would have invited, I suppose, people who I knew had a little 

experience, you know. And you coming in, just you were open to it, so you could 

just enjoy it for what it was or whatever, but a lot of people couldn’t do that, and 

they didn’t come anyway so that was fine in a way, they just didn’t come.

Emma: Ya actually, that was the next question, who is the audience, where do 

they come from, how is it advertised?

Joan: Well I mean there would have been substantial postering had gone on. 

Emma: In dance places?

Joan: Dance places, ya. But dancers never came really until last year. And it’s a 

very weird process, because it is, in my mind, this spiritual process, then I’m 

totally looked after in it. So, the right people come at the right time. And this year 

it was ready for dancers to come and see it, and I’ve no idea what they thought 

about it, but I don’t care. Whereas I would have cared several years ago, I would 

have been devastated, even though I kept saying, “Where are the dancers?” It 

wasn’t ready to be seen, it had to be seen by people who could be somewhat 

sympathetic to it, in order to grow, go through its many stages. So the audience 

are really, it’s like the universe provides the right audience, and that’s who 

comes, friends, colleagues, friends of friends, a few people tried a couple of times 

and really felt “Sorry I can’t, I just can’t do it, I won’t be here next year” and that 

was that, they just couldn’t get it in any way. But interestingly enough, they
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couldn’t get it In any way, because It they’re not getting It made them feel very 

separate. So there was that separation piece again.

Emma: Ya, I think that’s It, that’s why I was thinking maybe It’s useful if people 

are brought through something.

Joan: That’s what I intend to do next year, is to bring them through some kind of 

experience where everybody will, without making it a workshop, I don’t want a 

workshop, so they’ll be more brought through like art installations, which I’ve 

been working on this summer In the gardens, starting them actually. And by the 

time everybody’s gone through those and has a chat with other members of the 

audience about it, they’ll be fairly well loosened up, I would think.

Emma: I wonder, a programme?

Joan: A programme? See you can’t explain this in words. I’ve tried. I’ve done 

programme notes. I’ve done an opening speech, and it doesn’t make any 

difference because it’s an experience and so they have to go through an 

experience.

Emma: So it’s advertised by postering...

Joan: Then last year we did a big email invitation to everywhere, artists, we 

compiled a mailing list anyway, and then it went out, it didn’t actually go into the 

newspapers or did It? Yes it did, and two people came. It went into the free 

listings, you know, “what’s on”. And two people came from that. And I don’t know 

were you there on the last one, on the last offering?

Emma: No.

Joan: Well, the last offering, one of the objects was a chicken from the 

supermarket.

Emma: Oh, maybe I did, the chicken and the cat...Oh ya I was there for that one.

Joan: Well that was the one where two people just literally walked in off the 

street: “Ah I saw this In the newspaper, I thought sure, we’ll go along to It”, two 

women, and during the offering, one by one they ran across the space to get out, 

cos it’s not easy to get out of the amphitheatre once you’re in there. So they left,
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they were absolutely, I don’t know what they thought. It’ll definitely attract its own 

kind in a certain way.

Emma: And why do they go to Maya Lila? Have people said, you know there’s a 

comment book, have people said why or...

Joan: Ya they just loved the absurdity of it, that came through a few times. Loved 

the absurdity. They thought it was very creative, they enjoyed the creativity. They 

enjoyed seeing the bodies move like that. They, one person said it made me 

realise I never played very much as a child. Somebody had difficulty with the 

objects again, and wrote at length about that, somebody who has come every 

year, and had all kinds of suggestions which I can’t remember now what they 

were. Somebody just said “a different way of spending a Sunday afternoon”.

Emma: True! I wonder do people find it has an influence on their life in any way?

Joan; Well I never know that, I won’t know that. Cos nobody has come back to 

me yet.

Emma: Cos I wonder what happens then?

Joan: What happens then, I don’t know. I mean if it’s anything like the rest of my 

life, it probably does have an effect on people, because people often come up to 

me and say, “I remember the day such and such happened in Harold’s Cross”, or 

“you said something to me at some time”, you know, and I have totally forgotten 

about these things. So I imagine that what goes on does have some affect. I 

know the one we did on the beach, the very first one, people have come to me 

and mentioned that again and again.

Emma: I suppose why I’m wondering is to do with my thesis and that, because 

Authentic Movement started as a healing form, and in a performance, I wonder 

does it still have that effect to a certain extent for the performers as well or for the 

audience.

Joan: Oh yes I think so. I think it has to. I really do think it has to. But it might not 

be overt, you know. But I do think it has to. I mean, certainly for the performers, 

it’s extraordinarily healing, because you’re working through your all personal 

process all the time and it’s fantastic.
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Emma: So like during the residency but also during the performances afterwards.

Joan: We’re working through it all the time. Cos that is what your art is, your art is 

your personal process in this particular case.

Emma: Has any of the audience feedback affected how you present Maya Lila 

or...

Joan: Ya, I’ll always take everything in. I’m more interested in the ones that make 

suggestions or that really come from their own heart about what they’ve 

experienced then I feel we’ve met, there’s the meeting, that’s the thing Rollo May 

talks about, the encounter, the meeting place, that’s the audience and the 

performer, they meet energetically and that’s what it’s about really so if I feel 

they’ve met us or we’ve met the then that’s success.

Emma: And some of the changes you’ve made throughout the years have been 

from...

Joan: From audience feedback and from group feedback.

Emma: The community aspect. I’m interested in why you create that, or if that’s 

your intent or whatever, like eating together aftenA/ards and things like that.

Joan: Ya, that is very much my intent, that it breaks down, it makes things very 

normal, very ordinary, and that’s very important, because when you deal with this 

kind of work you also deal with the extraordinary and you invite the extraordinary 

and you invite engagement with the extraordinary and there has to be the 

ordinary there as well, so just that really simple sharing of food is a very important 

part of it. Not to break the magic of anything, but to somehow come together. Like 

to me, one of the most basic things you can do together, is sit down at the table 

and eat together, it’s like fundamental. So that’s the sharing of food is very 

important.

Emma: I suppose even like when we come in and we can have tea and there’s 

someone who is hosting that.

Joan: That’s very important and I want to really develop that more, there’ll be a 

tea host, there’ll be a gate host, there’ll be a car host, you know, several hosts
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and to invite people to come in smaller groups as well, and then to break up and 

go into different groups, you know, so that’s going to need a lot of hosting.

Emma: So in my first paper I wrote years ago now, I compared your work with 

ancient Greek theatre, where the citizens of the state were all involved, they were 

the audience, but they also had been involved in some way in creating the 

performance as well and that made how they received it very different as well.

Joan: Because they were involved, yes exactly, because they were involved in 

the creating of it, that meant they were able to receive it differently, well that’s 

exactly it, you see no matter how much I have said to people at the beginning of 

an offering say, you are co-creating, we are co-creating this, they don’t get it. 

They think because they are just sitting there, looking at something, that they’re 

really nothing to do with it and if there is a role for the audience or a purpose, 

from my point of view, it’s to let them know, to somehow convey to them that if 

they weren’t there, we wouldn’t even be doing it, and since they are there, if there 

were different people there, it would be different. It’s unique to them, just because 

of them sitting there, that’s the unique bit. Now I lost my train of thought there.

Emma: Well I suppose I was talking about the audience as a community, and the 

performers and the whole thing.

Joan: They were part of it, isn’t that what you said? So I realised just by saying to 

the audience, you are part of it, you’re the other half of this, they don’t get that, 

they’ve never got that, so I need to do something else to really make them feel 

that they really are part of this, and that is what I’m working on for next year.

Emma: And whenever I was reading about the Greek theatre as well they were 

saying that the theatre actually, reinforced the ideas of the state because...

Joan: Because those people have helped create it, yes they brought their ethos 

or whatever into it. But where you create involvement, then transformation can, 

genuine involvement, where people are really respected in a way for what they 

are bringing and it’s included, then transformation does happen. That’s for sure, it 

really does. And I don’t know if you have ever come across. Cafe, The World 

Cafe?
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Emma: No.

Joan: It’s actually a thing done through conversation, but its where peoples’ 

opinions are really respected and heard for the greater good of the whole not just 

for the individual, and that’s a very forward thinking model, because so much of it 

is all, if you look at politicians, or you know like that thing in Greystones, it got 

through, the planning for the harbour, for example, I don’t know if you know 

anything about that. Well, they’re planning to put a big marina in Greystones. You 

have to build the land that they’re going to put it on, they have to reclaim a portion 

of the ocean there, it’s going to disturb all of the marine life, and it has all to do 

with money and the developers very much. Nobody in Greystones wanted it, and 

it has been pushed ahead. And so it’s like we want things where the voice of the 

people is heard and respected, and then they call this a democratic country and 

it’s not, so it’s a joke in that way. So when the community feels that they’re heard 

and they have a part in it then you get transformation I think.

Emma: Then I had some questions about the training, which is quite funny cos in 

my head I’ve kinda answered them. But I dunno what you think. How can the 

Maya Lila training benefit performance generally? Like for me as a performer to 

come to you, how does that help me as an actor? How can your training help 

performance training, what could it give to it?

Joan: Well first of all is going to give the embodiment piece, which as far as I’m 

concerned, every artist, performing artist should have, there’s nothing worse than 

seeing a sack of potatoes on stage, unless it’s meant to be a sack of potatoes, 

but then it has to be an embodied sack of potatoes, you know! So it’ll give you 

that. And then it’ll give you presence, which is also a skill that takes a long time to 

develop. It’ll give you the capacity to really access depths in yourself that you 

wouldn’t get, you might get with Brook or Stanislavsky or one of those sort of 

things, but normal theatre trainings will not take you to the depths of yourself 

really as I understand it. Do they, do you think?

Emma: Well, what I was going to answer this question by bringing the safety 

element because some of the acting methods can also be quite disturbing.

Joan: So this training helps you do that with safety.
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Emma: That’s really to me, that has given a lot to me. To become aware that it’s 

good to have defences, you l<now.

Joan: Yes, essential.

Emma: The witness I suppose.

Joan: It’ll teach you to have the witness, and so even if you’re doing pre-set 

pieces like Hamlet or Ionesco, it’ll allow you to really enter it more authentically, 

it’ll help you to have to ground to do that. And the community is about creating a 

safe enough environment with each other, not only within ourselves, but with 

each other, from which creativity can really flourish. So that’s very important. And 

one of the dancers even said that, that she’d had a dream of that happening, 

where there was a community that was really safe enough to be that creative. It is 

a very vulnerable place. So it requires that kind of safety, loving kindness, loving 

presence.

Emma: I dunno is this the same question: How can it enhance current 

performance processes and productions?

Joan: I think it’s kinda the same question. But I mean the other thing that I would 

say, and this isn’t really against it, because as you said, everybody needs 

defences and defences are born of the ego, the sense of the individual, in that I 

am different and separate, so we need that as well. But a lot of, now again I could 

be wrong, a lot of acting schools would promote that, would reinforce ego, as 

opposed to transcending ego, so that you really can more fully lose yourself in 

the piece. But again it comes back to that same point around safety and being 

able to go and come back. And you get this a lot, you get artists just “acting out”, 

their aggression or whatever, it might be very skilful what they’re putting on the 

canvas or on the stage, but it’s kind of dumping it as well on everybody, and 

that’s not the kind of performance I want to go and see particularly, so I’m not 

saying its better or worse in a way, it just wouldn’t be my choice, whereas I think 

with a training like this, you really learn how to live with, and I mean an awful lot 

of the actors they are also big into drug abuse or alcohol or whatever because it’s 

very difficult to manage those altered states which is what they are, hugely 

altered states. And very expanded. So that’s the big thing that this training would
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offer, if that’s what you want, is that ground, from which to really soar. And I mean 

I’m still learning it myself so I can’t say I know it. But I’m ready. I’m ready to jump 

off the edge of the cliff now, more than I ever was. I probably won’t get any 

funding now next year and then I’ll just have to sit on the edge of the cliff!

Emma: What are the main performance issues that emerge in the Maya Lila 

training?

Joan: Well the main ones would be ones like: Was I being authentic? Were you 

being Authentic? I didn’t notice such and such was happening, what happened, 

did I go blank there, did I lose my witness capacity? Was I listening to the whole, 

are we making a whole thing or did I just getting lost in my own world? I’m 

terrified. I’m hitting an edge in myself that is really unbearable and I’m going to 

fall apart. I don't have any desire to move, nothing will happen, l‘ll go out there 

and I’ll just stand there for the whole time, and I’ll leave and that will be that. I’m 

going to make something happen, so I’ve contrived it, so it’s back to the first 

thing. But mainly the biggest issues that performers meet is themselves, and their 

own personal history and how to manage that, how to be with that.

Emma: So the biggest issue in performance is yourself.

Joan; The biggest issue full stop in life, in anything, isn’t it? How do I work with 

me, how do I live with me, and the me in you and the you in me?

Emma; Ya, I mean the object work I just felt was very related to performance for 

me, it had so much story and engagement because I suppose in theatre a lot of 

them are dealing with an external object and relating to that, and so that was 

happening for me at that weekend.

Joan; But in Authentic Movement, as well, the external object is yourself too. So 

that was one of the things the object work really taught me. Everything is object, 

my body is object, my thoughts are object, my imagination is object, my emotions 

are object, everything is object.

Emma; And what is the focus of the training? I mean I suppose the Maya Lila 

training last year changed focus, so originally it was going towards performance, 

and then...
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Joan; And then it changed more to the ground, this developnnental work, building 

a base.

Emma: And then the new two modules [Authentic Movement and Body-Mind 

Centering], what’s their...

Joan: Well again, they’re really the base because when I went back to the 

developmental work, I let go of the Authentic Movement for a while, so now I 

want to bring back the Authentic Movement and the Developmental Movement so 

you get kind of, like I know I was doing those performances with Niamh Condron 

there in May and June, and because I had gone back to and I was teaching all 

the developmental stuff, and I was moving completely differently than I ever did. 

So it freed up something in me. So it’s the ground of our locomotive skills, 

creeping, crawling, standing, walking, being a jellyfish, they’re the ground. The 

focus on the Authentic Movement module is really on the witnessing, learning the 

witnessing, practicing the witnessing, witnessing each other, witnessing 

ourselves.

Emma: And these two modules are they creating a base for performance or 

personal journey or what?

Joan: It’s the same thing, your personal journey is your performance. But if we 

were, if it was a performance module, I would probably approach it slightly 

differently, but as it’s an Authentic Movement module. I’m going to just do 

Authentic Movement and the witnessing and then, so we won’t be learning to 

open the eyes and stuff like that in this. But if it was a performance module then 

that would be one of the things we would be learning to do, but we’ve got to do 

the bit with the eyes closed first. And really do it. And then you’re in a position to 

learn how to open the eyes.

Emma: Does performance have to be interesting?

Joan: Well, I dunno, does it? What do you like to watch? Does art have to be 

interesting? What is interesting? Isn’t that an individual thing, one man’s meat is 

another man’s poison.
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Emma: I suppose there was one of the performance offerings I went to last 

summer and I was really exhausted, and I went. And not much happened In it. 

And I found it really relaxing and I was really in the presence of people who felt it 

was ok to just be there and not do very much and that was, it wasn’t interesting 

for me, it was moving or something, you know.

Joan: Ya I mean you coming with exhaustion would have informed what we did 

so it was perfect for you.

Emma: It was, that was when I saw the birds flying overhead, because it was so 

still, you know, you become really aware of what was happening around you, I 

did, in the environment, so I hope my bringing that didn’t disturb everybody 

else’s...

Joan: But you see that’s exactly the thing again that the, you can’t disturb 

anybody else’s anything, no more than we can you, really, you know, we’re just 

all there with whatever is there. And if disturbance is there, we’re there with 

disturbance, that’s what’s there.

Emma: And we did talk about what is the function of art in society, we talked 

about that a bit.

Joan: That’s a huge question. I’ve no idea! I really don’t know, except perhaps, I 

mean Linda Hartley says a few things about that, the function of the artist in 

society, in her book Servants o f the Sacred Dream.

Emma: That’s the one you lent to me.

Joan: And I’d agree with those things, I can’t remember exactly what they are 

now but I would have agreed with those, art isn’t always comfortable, maybe 

sometimes it is but...

Emma: I remember now we were talking about this before, you were saying to 

provoke is important.

Joan: Art as provocative is really important I think.

Emma: I mean I don’t even think those dancers like Isadora Duncan set out to 

provoke.
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Joan; No they didn’t, but it was very provocative, very different, and they were 

just following their own path. This is what they did, ya, and they had to keep 

doing it. And I’m not comparing myself with Graham or Duncan but that’s 

certainly what has happened with Maya Lila, it’s one of those things, I just had to 

do it. And I have to get this down on paper now and get the document, and then 

it’s like I almost don’t care, if I get funding for next year well great. I’ll take it to 

another stage but if I don’t well I’ve done what I’ve done and that’s it and like, 

maybe somebody else will take it and bring it further, I don’t know, it might not be 

me at all.

Emma: I guess something else will arrive.

Joan: Ya well its already starting to form itself, the something else, the 

development of it but I’m not sure if I’ll be given the opportunity to do that or not. 

I’ll have to wait and see on that one.
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Interview with Loretta Yurick, Dance Theatre of Ireland Studio, Dun 

Laoghaire, Co. Dublin, July 17, 2008

Emma; Ok, I suppose I’m interested in the ethos of the company.

Loretta: Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre?

Emma: Ya, and because there was no contemporary dance here before that, 

you’re starting with nothing, its’ your own ideas so I was just interested to find out 

what kind of ideas you had starting out as a company?

Loretta: Well I think that we were all at particular different points in our lives when 

we came together and Joan had started with Karen, a friend of hers, Karen 

Callaghan and we were, Robert and I were actually travelling. We had begun 

dancing in America though I have a B.A. in Urban Studies...and then my sister 

one day said to me: “Loretta I think you’d really like to dance, I think you’d really 

like modern dance” and she was working for a modern dance company doing 

reception so I took my first class when I was in college and I absolutely loved it so 

I proceeded to do more and more dance classes, and when we came to Ireland 

we looked up this Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre and met Joan and so why 

do we do that? Why do we do a company? Well dance is an art form that in 

general is labour intensive, the pigment is people, so you come together with like- 

minded people who want to use their instrument, which is their body, in a 

particular way and it’s a very knowledge-driven physical vocabulary and 

passionate experience to put the with mind and body in dancing so Joan already 

had formed Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre. I’m not sure when she officially 

incorporated but it was already going when we met her in February of 1979. And 

it was actually beginning of 1980, we met her in the autumn of ‘79 and then we 

travelled around Ireland and we came back I think in January of 80 and we just 

got involved. Joan was doing a show and said “Mmm, are you going to be 

around? I’m doing a show” and we were in our twenties, we didn’t have any real 

commitments so we said “ya ok we’ll do the show”, and it just kinda went like that 

for a while like from show to show, but it was always kind of a very good

349



collective feeling. We came together to make choreography and she really was 

the choreographer in those days, start-up days, and then she started 

commissioning people to make work for the company and eventually she started, 

from the very beginning she was commissioning work I think and then pretty soon 

it became a vehicle for people inside who were dancing, to dance the 

choreography of people in the group so why did we do that? I think when you 

pursue the body, the dance, and that art form, you need to be with people, you 

need to make it, to make something with it, I mean you don’t need to perform but 

the process of creation is part of dancing even if it’s never repeated again, it’s an 

improvisation you never do again it’s still a performance so I think we were all 

seeking to tap that creative energy and in dance that often leads to performing, it 

can also lead to the healing arts, it can lead to self discovery, it can be used 

psychologically...

Emma; Like Joan has been using it.

Loretta: Ya, absolutely I mean it’s a deep road it’s a very rich road that can have 

many purposes.

Emma: And so what was happening at the time, I suppose you had just arrived to 

Ireland. I suppose what did you notice about Ireland, what was happening 

politically or in the theatres or what else did you see going on in the country?

Loretta; Weil we had a pretty unique experience. We worked in Tralee for about 

three months when we first came but my ancestors are Irish so I always had a 

sense from the time I was like ten years old when I saw my first images of Ireland 

and my great grandfather who is a Galvin and my great grandmother who is 

Patten from Mayo, I always knew I would come here, just innately, so being here 

was like learning something about myself and my family, it was like discovering 

my ancestors, like really knowing something more about my grandparents, like 

everything made sense, everything about my life made sense to be here. Those 

are considered like the dark years, the 80s and stuff, it was very poor. I 

remember when we came here there was no Burger King or McDonalds, there 

was only fish and chips, there was no pizza, there was nothing. It was very, very 

deeply Irish and most people didn’t have two cars often let alone one. There were 

many people who didn’t have televisions, huge percentage of homes in Ireland
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had no heat except by fire you know, fireplace and we loved it immediately, we 

thought this was just a wonderful culture of family, connection. You could be 

somewhere in a pub and there was no huge gap between somebody 65 and 

somebody 16, they sat and drank at the same table, they recited poetry, they 

sang together, they played together, and we found that fascinating. What did 

people do on Sundays? They went for walks. They went to do family things or 

they went out and went to the art museums or they, you know, there was just a 

wonderful non-commercial aspect to Ireland that we absolutely loved and that all 

changed but we weren’t sad that it changed, it was also hardship, loads of 

hardship going on, and I think there was always an interest, we used to do 

lunchtime performances and people came on lunch to see a modern dance show 

so I never remember there not being an interest in dance, in dance performance, 

and I reckon you know the number of people that used to see Dublin 

Contemporary Dance Theatre at the Project Arts Centre, I think those numbers 

are relatively the same, we would do a week season in the 80s and I think we 

would get maybe a thousand, 1200 people, I bet if you compared statistics now 

for a week long run in the Project Arts Centre you might find a similar thing, if 

there is a week long run, I don’t know.

Emma: And I’m wondering how people reacted because you know the way, I 

mean I don’t know what you think the attitude to the Irish body was at the time, 

there was no contemporary dance here. I think people might have been a bit 

alienated from their bodies, so ya I was wondering how people reacted?

Loretta: Well say Joan Denise Moriarty had been doing ballet for a long time and 

others in Dublin I think, so ballet was not, you know, there was a ground work 

there and I think that’s why people appreciated it. They recognised the energy, 

the kinaesthetic energy of it and because Ireland has a pretty good literary and 

deep artistic actually tradition in music and dance, and this is music and dance of 

course they were open to it. 1 think that the only thing would have been a lack of 

confidence about the feeling of it, like people would say “Oh I don’t know about 

dance”, you know like, “ I don’t understand it”, but they would get it, invariably if 

we did discussions afterwards they understood a lot about It and they may not 

have known what that was, why it was working that way but they tended to, I 

always felt a really strong understanding of the theatre of what we were doing
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and it was, it is a theatre-going public here, you know it’s not like some places in 

America you know. People go, or patronise the arts.

Emma: Ya that’s true, and do you remember seeing anything that was on in the 

theatre at the time when you were performing?

Loretta: Ya I remember seeing Alvin Ailey’s company, I remember seeing 

Bremen Dance Theatre, I remember seeing Lar Lubavich Dance Company, I 

remember seeing loads of really beautiful international dance companies come 

here in the 80s, and that was in my predilection, I was going to the Abbey, the 

Gate and dance performances and the Project Art Centre and they’re all still here 

(Laughs)

Emma: What was happening in the theatre, was there anything that you found 

exciting or not?

Loretta: Olwen Fouere was always a favourite of mine and she was happening in 

the 80s and she had an Operating Theatre Company with Roger Doyle, that was 

very original, and then Druid and Rough Magic and the company from Galway 

Macnas were still going.

Emma: And did you have like a particular theme, I think a lot of Irish drama would 

have had national or Irish themes, and were you internationally influenced or 

what sort of themes did you explore in your work?

Loretta: I think all of us, if you come out of dance training you follow dance, you 

pay attention, you see performances or you read about it and we all have our 

favourites within the collective of people that worked in Dublin Contemporary 

Dance Theatre over the years and are you asking me what my favourites were 

or?

Emma: Well I suppose, well it was over ten year the company so you probably 

had a vast number of different themes...

Loretta: Oh themes of the work, we did Telecom Erring which was about the 

hopelessness of making a pay phone call on a system where you had to press 

button A or press button B, coin boxes invariably didn’t work, you put a pound in 

and couldn’t get your money back, we did that, we did a lot of works with words, I
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think because we felt that was a way to help make what we were doing more 

accessible. We had a programme called Word Works and there were three 

pieces that used words in different ways and one of them was Telecom Erring, 

another was Erin go Brea, which used repetition, “how are ya...”

Emma: Oh yes I actually think I’ve seen a clip of that on video...

Loretta: “How are ya?” and “Wet, wet, wet, wet” and “Lovely between the 

showers” and we just wrote down different sort of things you heard commonly 

and then we used them in with a repetition for effect or poetically, and then we 

did another work was called Polyester Pyjamas that Mary did, Mary Nunan, which 

used a track of, I think it was Laurie Anderson’s piece, so we did another work, 

we usually made a collection of pieces and the themes would have been far and 

wide, sometimes influenced by Irish music, sometimes influenced by poets like 

Yeats or Joyce, James Joyce, sometimes influenced particularly abstractly by 

movement and in those days Steve Reich and Philip Glass were new modern 

composers and we loved their phase, they did a thing in music, phasing, and we 

loved their music so I know Robert and I did a couple of pieces to Steve Reich, 

one called Ancestral Light and another one, so we had various influences and 

what moved each of us was different and then we would look for a unifying theme 

sometimes about a particular show or once it was made we would look for 

something that was in common. I remember one show that was very successful 

called Celtic Night, and it had a selection of different Irish works and or there was 

a Canadian who was somewhat Irish that we had commissioned to work from 

and that was the title of the piece, Celtic Night featured and called the whole 

programme Celtic Night. So they came, inspiration came from observing life, 

music, books, paintings, people, lots of different sources of inspiration.

Emma: And what was the response of critics and what did they have to say?

Loretta; I think over the years and if I could find a couple of those books, we got 

very good reviews and that would have been a tribute to this sort of positive 

nature in Ireland anyway I think and there weren’t very many critics, there was 

Carolyn Swift, there was Graham Sennett, later on there was Diana Theodores in 

the 90s but that was later on then, maybe the late 80s no? She was here in the 

80s for sure. And I remember them being quite positive, you know, occasionally
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there might have been a show or piece that would get slammed but in general I 

remember them being quite positive so that was nice because they were a lot of 

worl< and we didn’t get funded very much to work on them and in the early days 

we all had other jobs, we just came together in the late afternoon after working 

part time to make work and we did it for the love of it, which is a good thing, that’s 

what a whole lot of dancers in America do, they’re only paid for the performances 

not rehearsals and yet you know how they are so committed in rehearsals, it’s 

unbelievable so it’s really important no matter how and I’m not making any case, 

dancers should be paid and paid much better than they are now, but also they 

have to love it.

Emma: And how did you see the work of the company developing over the ten 

years, like did it change or?

Loretta: Ya I think it constantly got more sophisticated and a little bit more, the 

vocabulary became a bit more expansive and more developed, it was continually 

changing and as we commissioned work that would sort of, because we lived on 

an island and had very little contact with the rest of the world, in commissioning 

work you brought in new people and new ideas so that kept you connected to the 

rest of the world and that would up the ante the next time you made a piece, so I 

think that was a healthy fertilisation. These issues that you think of now because 

of the internet and the way that people travel much more easily, less expensive, 

they were not so easy in the 80s, it was a big thing.

Emma: And you travelled sometimes.

Loretta Ya we did the Edinburgh festival every year for many years and mostly 

Edinburgh, England mostly did things in England cos that was closer.

Emma: Ya and then your funding cut, because the funding was improving...

Loretta: Very much ya

Emma: And then it was just cut one year and another company was cut as well, 

what reasons did they give for that?

Loretta: Poor quality manifestations of the arts. I remember directly the quote. I 

have heard since that what happened was that the film industry was lobbying
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very hard and there members on the Arts Council quite powerful at the time of 

1989 when it was cut and they really were motivated to get Ireland in the film 

industry so they needed money to start that up and they decided to cut the 

existing Dublin City Ballet, I think that was all that was left at that time, a previous 

year they had done Irish National Ballet, which was Joan Denise Moriarty, and 

they had to be seen to cut all dance and so they cut Dublin Contemporary Dance 

Theatre. In fact there were supporters on the Arts Council for dance and later 

they came through when we, later in the same year founded a new company and 

went for funding for a particular project for the Dublin Theatre Festival and some 

of the very members on the council I think helped support that application, and 

we got funded in the same year. We were just naive artists, we didn’t know why 

did we get cut, we took it all very personal, thought “oh the company is really bad” 

or something and in fact years later we were told that it was simply to do with that 

there was another agenda, it had nothing to do with the work, of course ultimately 

it did, they didn’t value it, and there was a need to establish film and that’s when 

the film industry really took hold here and that’s where it stood for quite some 

time until, I don’t know when sometime in the 90s, something besides project 

funding eventually was reinstated.

Emma; Cos it’s surprising cos when you think about then in the 90s things would 

kind of have improved so...

Loretta: So that’s when it started coming on board, I mean that’s when they 

started reinstating it, I mean the first couple of years I think we made Le Beaute 

des Fleur in 1989 that was our first production with Dance Theatre of Ireland and 

then we did Freedom’s Gait in 1990, it was our first full length work and then we 

did Touching the Moon in 1991 and Dances in Dreams in 1992, and in 1993/94 I 

think that’s when it started kicking in, no longer just project to project but a certain 

amount of money.

Emma: And what would have been say a highlight in that time or of the work like 

Loretta: In the early 90s or in the 80s, Dublin Contemporary?

Emma: Dublin Contemporary
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Loretta; Well what stands out to me was Celtic Night and Into the Night, what’s it 

called, Into the Night, Into the Music? There was a Celtic Night and Motion 

something, Dance in Motion, there was a show we did in 1986 at the Peacock 

Theatre and that was a particularly big highlight. We did music of Paul Brady and 

Van Morrison and I had original music piece I made about Newgrange and Joan 

had a piece I think a solo there was probably another piece too and I particularly 

remember the buzz about that show was very good in 1986, and then another 

one we made in 1988 that was called Celtic Night and that other piece by Randy 

Glynn who was a Canadian choreographer and Mary and Joan and ourselves I 

think and they became sort of a more collective, I think the early works would 

have probably been strictly Joan’s work in the early 80s or she had some 

commissions and really 1 wasn’t with the company in the late 70s so 1 don’t 

exactly know what they did but from about 80, 81 those are the two programmes 

that really stand out to me, and Word Works was a show that was a lunchtime 

touring show, we did it with words and I liked that show. I thought that was very 

experimental. We did a couple of shows that were just improvisation, we had 

structured improvisation, we did that for a couple of years I think in the early 80s, 

where we improvised in performance, and that was tremendous fun. I hope it 

wasn’t self-indulgent but all that work served us really well you know as budding 

choreographers because it was a creative time and we learned a lot about what 

the eye sees and how movement comes together through those years of 

improvising, improvising so well that maybe someone doesn’t know you’re

improvising and learning that genre and working in it.

Emma: So I’m just aware of time I don’t want to keep you too long, that’s 20 

minutes so I’ll maybe just finish up then coming from improv then into Joan’s 

current work. Have you been to see it or..?

Loretta: Yes I went to one of her performances on the beach, it was a few years

ago

Emma: Ya that was...

Loretta: Do you remember that one?

Emma: I wasn’t around, I didn’t know about Joan at that stage.

356



Loretta; Ya it was beautifully authentic, I think they call it Authentic Movement, 

and for me as a person who does performances for the theatre it was quite 

refreshing to witness people transformed in an outdoors setting and Joan being 

the visual artist also that she is, she had a really, she herself had a really 

wonderful collection of objects that she’d found on the beach that set up what 

they were about to do or what she was about to do anyway and ya it was just an 

environment of like a Zen environment in the sense that you pay attention to the 

moment, you pay attention to each other, you pay attention to the environment 

and so how can you be sad if you do that, it’s a good way to live so I like the 

integration of using movement and art to enhance the quality of life. And maybe 

in that sense she’s playing both sides like the performer and the audience are 

enhanced you hope. And so I thought it very interesting, very satisfying.

Emma: Ya that was in 2000 or something but I’ve only seen her in the last 3 or 4 

years.

Loretta: So I haven’t seen, I actually saw one thing Joan did in an art gallery 

probably maybe 3 or 4 years ago but I haven’t seen performances of Maya Lila, I 

think that name has only come in the last 3 or 4 years so I can’t, I’m sorry to say.

Emma; Sounds kind of similar, of course she has a big amphitheatre in her 

garden now and I suppose there is a lot of practice in doing that improvised 

movement as you say as well, where the audience might not necessarily know 

that it’s improvised because they’re so kind of in tune but so ok maybe we’ll...

Loretta: I’m really glad that got sorted out because she wrote and I think there 

was some problem for a while she couldn’t keep her hut on her property. I hope 

that got sorted out did it?

Emma; It’s an ongoing problem.
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Interview with Jenny Roche, Gresham Hotel, Dublin, August 12, 2008

Emma; Tell me a little bit about your company to begin with.

Jenny: Well I suppose the company Rex Levitates is, I’m actually not working 

with the company so much at the moment. I founded it with my sister in ‘99, but 

I’m actually taking a break from it, we were kind of joint directors from that period 

but this last year I started working with the Arts Council so I’m less involved now 

so... But the company, we started in ‘99 and it’s based around Liz’s 

choreographic work. But we’ve worked together as dancer and choreographer 

only really intensively since that time since we started the company together and 

I suppose through that she has been developing a movement style, and the 

company has a particular approach to movement that I suppose is now, it’s kind 

of hard to describe, but Joan’s approach is quite similar in the sense that, in its 

attentiveness to movement and in performance. So there is a kind of trying to find 

an ease in performance rather than a straining out into virtuosity or whatever. It’s 

more kind of, but it’s not pedestrian either, it’s not that kind of work that is non

performative but it has, movement is really at the core of it, you know, movement 

spurs on the work.

Emma: I was reading something, I’m not sure what book it was in now, but it was 

the two of you, and it sounds like Joan’s work in a way, you know the real 

attention to what’s going on.

Jenny: Ya, we hit a point I think it was in 2003 when she wanted to work on, we 

worked on a particular piece that was called “Their Thoughts are Thinking Them” 

and I think in that piece she started to break down the movement. I suppose how 

I’m beginning to understand it now what we’re doing -  and I suppose in a way I’m 

talking for Liz, I haven’t worked with her now in a year, cos she’s gone off into 

another development, I haven’t worked on any of her new pieces, except for this 

one that we’re doing, so there’s a bit of a divergence there in the last while -  but 

it has been that thing of bringing consciousness into what you’re doing in 

performance so that the movement isn’t, there’s an element of consciousness so
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that you, ya its measured and it’s clear, that’s something Liz really brings into her 

work, a very grounded approach that we would really examine exactly where the 

body is and what the attitude is, and I’ve noticed that as a dancer and a 

performer that that’s brought me into more awareness with this performance. It’s 

very different to maybe other work that I would have done maybe when I was 

younger that was maybe a bit more theathcal, a bit more out there, a bit more 

individualistic and how I move, I could move how I wanted to move, where this is 

learning a particular style and there’s a discipline in that, that has been developed 

over the years.

Emma: I saw the Rex Levitates “Dance on the Box” piece. I find it very hard 

sometimes to describe Joan’s approach but I suppose from what you’re saying I 

think myself it becomes less involved, say as an actor for me, with the story but 

how I’m going about doing it and what’s happening right now.

Jenny; Ya, exactly, and I think that it might be better for me to talk about my own 

journey in relation to Joan actually. I suppose working with Liz has really been 

working with her, I wouldn’t, that’s in a separate kind of journey. But for me, Joan 

has been a really great influence and a great, certainly my time with the Maya 

Lila project, I was kind of quite close I think, right at the beginning of my Ph.D. 

work and what I wanted to look at was, I was very conscious of what it was like to 

be a dancer in performance and yet feel at times disembodied and disconnected, 

and it’s also a thing of how when you’re dancing, dancers are trained to learn the 

movements so it becomes almost unconscious, so you learn it so that it’s, we call 

this thing muscle memory, so it goes in, you know, and then there’s the idea that 

you get on stage and then you can just do it. And for me that always felt like a 

real cop out because like the body’s playing that out, and the body’s doing that 

but where’s my attention, so I suppose that was trying to bring that back into my 

own journey as a dancer and around that time as well I started doing the Maya 

Lila, so what really helped me was the Authentic Movement, was how I would be 

brought back into being able to track the body and track the nuts and bolts of the 

movement, and also writing, the experience of writing then after moving, how that 

would ground the experience, so for me that really helped give me certain tools to 

build that attentiveness, and so then that was really I suppose, the Ph.D. now is
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looking at different things but I think that, in lots of ways it’s a kind of the 

foundation of my own research in the Ph.D.

Emma: So are you dancing separately from the company now?

Jenny: Well I did this part of my research, part of my research I did this one 

woman show so I commissioned three different choreographers to make work on 

me and this was part of my research, so I was looking at the way my moving 

would change from process to process so that one choreographer asked a 

particular thing, so that becomes an almost separate identity, so that really the 

main body of work I have been doing recently, and as part of that Liz made one 

of those pieces so I suppose we’ve been kind of still in contact and working but I 

suppose my, I have been taking a bit of a space from being a dancer in that 

sense I only do particular projects that are really geared around my own research 

rather than out there working, cos I’m also working at the Arts Council, and 

because of the research I need a bit of time away from that as well.

Emma: Tell me a bit more about your Ph.D. as well, like what would be the topic 

or the overall theme?

Jenny: The theme is moving identities, the idea that a dancer has an identity in 

movement, so that it’s kind of like, it’s quite hard (laughs) to describe as these 

type of research things are, so that when they go from one choreographic 

encounter to the next that that might alter slightly, that they’re asked to kind of 

shift from ways of moving or learn new co-ordinations or learn new patterning, it 

goes back to things like patterning, and how that shift occurs. Like for me. I’m 

researching it from the inside so I’m doing it and writing about it as I do it, so what 

then comes up for me is the awareness of how something in me has to give way 

each time or open up to a new possibility and how that can actually be very 

destabilising at times, it can hit you on different levels, then it looks back at the 

way identity in general is constructed through movement, they say it is enacted 

rather than something that is solid, it’s always something that we do in order to 

reaffirm or whatever, and I suppose I’m taking that into the dance environment 

and seeing how again movement gives us a sense of identity, but also we have 

ways of moving that could be conceived as identities that then shift, and 

particularly for the dancer who is somebody that almost goes from one thing to
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another and can be a very mute, passive person in that and can get lost in terms 

of their personhood and their humanity, so it’s looking from all those different 

angles at it, it’s very hard to describe it when you...(laughs)

Emma: That’s very interesting because I suppose it’s something that I hadn’t 

thought about in dancing, how the choreography affects the body of the dancer, 

because you know like in acting taking on Identities is pretty clear and that really 

affects people like in various different ways, and I think Joan’s work is a way of 

coping with that, a safe way of going in and out of something, I don’t know what 

you think of that?

Jenny: Ya definitely, I mean because what I think is interesting with dance is 

because it’s non-verbal, it goes into, with something like acting it’s, I can imagine 

how that can be very consuming for the actor, and as you say in dance it can also 

be quite subtle. It’s very hard to identify because its non-verbal, it’s hard to see 

how it goes in, so in that way it can even be more damaging I would think at 

times, like I mean for example, let’s take a strong example, I trained in classical 

ballet which is really a strong imposition of a really clear aesthetic and idea and 

all of that, and so that’s a really kind of dominant form, but also in other 

choreographic encounters I would have had, sometimes you would be doing 

more subtle, but still actually quite I would say psychologically difficult anyway, do 

you know what I mean, what you’d be taking on and all that, and with Joan I know 

her work came at a time when, certainly working with her, even though she 

wasn’t going into therapy, there was a therapeutic element to the space it gave 

my body to practice and play, and that it was a safe place to do that and as a 

dancer it is amazing how much you move your body and you’re involved with 

your body but we rarely have that safe place because it can be very competitive, 

so there’s always the feeling of having to produce and do and all that, and it’s the 

same in acting as well, it can be very uncreative at times because you’re always 

there pushed to be a particular way, or even if it’s only your head that’s pushing 

you, whereas with Joan I think that really, that certainly really helped working with 

her.

Emma: You just mentioned your ballet training, so could you tell me about where 

you trained? I know you did the M.A. as well.
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Jenny: So when I was 16, I went to London, I went to Central School of Ballet so 

that was very strict ballet, we did the Vaganova method, the Russian method and 

then on the side we would have done other things like jazz and contemporary, we 

did Graham technique, so it was all very strong body shapes and forms and stuff 

like that, so I was there for 3 years and by the end of it, in my last year I 

encountered other choreographic styles. I did this course in Glasgow and I saw 

this other world out there which was just for me amazing because I felt one of the 

big things about it was actually feeling that as a woman it was very confusing 

because how you’re expected to be as a ballet dancer, very thin and submissive, 

and incredibly disciplined, and very, you know, all this quite masculine, not 

feminine in the more fluid sense, and so it was quite, I came up against a lot of 

that in terms, I struggled with that I think a lot in my last year, and then I found 

this other contemporary world where there was the possibility to be a body and 

not always be so contained and disciplined, so as soon as I left school I started 

doing classes, open classes in contemporary dance and pretty much anything 

actually, and my first work was all contemporary work, after that I didn’t really 

work in classical at all, but I think I realised more and more how it actually really 

marked me that whole training system, I mean it really does because it’s such an 

institution that.

Emma: You’re 16.

Jenny: Ya, it’s kind of indoctrinating, in a funny way, so it takes a long time I think 

to move beyond those things because they go in very deeply I think in the body 

and stuff. But before I met Joan I would have done a bit of Body-Mind Centering,

I would have done a few courses in that and experienced some of that, but I think 

there was something about the Authentic Movement as well that was also really 

helpful and kind of actually being able to go into your sensations in the body, kind 

of look at what was going on and let stuff out.

Emma: And at what point then did you do the M.A.?

Jenny: I did the M.A. in 2000 and I did that because I felt a bit like I was floating a 

bit in my own life and moving from one job to the next, not going anywhere, not 

knowing where I was going and the M.A. was a bit of a time out and actually I 

was very, I had a really good year, very good teachers on that course that year,
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fantastic guest teachers came over, so I met a lot of different, like Steve Paxton, 

and Lisa Nelson is someone I worked with quite a lot, and these are people who 

really again would be seminal figures in the States, and Rosemary Butcher, I met 

Rosemary Butcher there and so there was a kind of opening out again to a whole 

range of really interesting people. I also met this woman, Jodi Melnick, there who 

is based in the States, and actually kind of started a working relationship with her 

around that time. She came over then in 2003 and made a solo on me, and we 

worked together on different things, and with Nicola [Curry] we worked together 

as well, and she would also be influential on my way of moving, almost another 

kind of a learning process with her which has been incredible. She’s a beautiful 

dancer, a really interesting way of moving and really helped me find something 

quite important in my own dancing. So the M.A. was really about that and then 

when I was on the M.A. I realised what I wanted to look at was this notion of 

performance, so then a couple of years later I thought I wanted to work deeper so 

that’s when I went into the Ph.D.

Emma: So that was the first time you worked with Joan then?

Jenny: That’s right, I met Joan as well on the M.A. and she then asked me to 

come and work with her. I think I couldn’t do the first sessions or something, and I 

worked with her, I think it was 2003 ‘cos I got married that year. I actually loved 

meeting Joan because she’s Irish as well and often I hadn’t felt a lot of affinity 

with some of the stuff going on here (laughs) which is you know it’s kind of like, I 

felt she was one person who was almost like an elder who had been here for a 

long time and had moved on herself into all these different areas, and I felt that it 

was really lovely to come across someone who was from here and based here 

who had all this knowledge, that’s important you don’t feel you always have to go 

abroad to get that information as a dancer, cos you know the scene here can be 

kind of underdeveloped or feel a bit disconnected from other things that are going 

on. You’d always have a feeling of having to go abroad and branch out, but Joan 

was, she was based here, which was really kind of good to come across her.

Emma: And like what was your first impression of her work, the approach?

Jenny: Well actually I really liked a lot of, one thing I really remember is we 

brought in objects into the room one day and kind of made a sculpture together
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and then I think wrote about what we saw or talked about what we saw. I was 

very interested in the therapeutic aspects, not the Process Oriented Psychology 

which is a different thing because I’ve read a bit about that, my parents are both 

therapists, they are both in that field so I kind of very luckily gleaned a lot of 

information from them over the years, and I was really interested in that notion of 

moving up through different layers or experiencing problems or issues in the body 

that appear in the physical layer and then they go into the psychological and then 

all of that, for me that was very interesting in dance. That was one thing I was 

really excited about when I met her, and I’m not sure if I got the Authentic 

Movement thing so much actually at the time. I didn’t really, I think I was just in 

this very heightened place rather than actually really understanding what I was 

getting a handle on, but I also, it kind of felt, I suppose it was specific those things 

I was very interested in, and those were the things that really stuck with me, cos 

we probably didn’t have a lot of time to work in terms of the movement aspect of 

it, the Authentic Movement

Emma: In Limerick?

Jenny: In Limerick ya.

Emma: So then tell me about when you went to work on a performance offering. 

Jenny: In Maya Lila later?

Emma: Ya.

Jenny: Ya

Emma: Did you work with her before that?

Jenny: I didn’t work with her before that, no, I came over here in the summer. I 

had missed the kind of, some people had gone and worked with her for a few 

days or something like, I think that winter, and then I came in the summer and I 

think I only did a week, and I was actually in a bit of a state as well cos I was 

really exhausted (laughs) and I think I turned up a bit of a mess to be honest so 

I’m sure she ended up just having to look after me more than anything else, but I 

was really at a point of absolute strain as a dancer like I had been working in 

Vienna in a piece that I found really difficult to work in, and I had a kidney
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infection and I was wrecked and I kind of, I couldn’t almost do another thing, and I 

turned up there and this was this environment where there was space made for 

all of that, and so I had almost come to the end of the road as a dancer where I 

couldn’t do this pushing anymore and so then it came at a really great time 

where I could have a different approach to my body, where it wasn’t so punishing 

and so pushing all the time. I think the thing that really struck me the most was 

this notion of paying attention to what was happening in the moment, you know, 

that was really powerful and because, actually it’s amazing, and I’m beginning to 

think this more and more, as a dancer somehow a lot of movement happens 

quite unconsciously and, do you know what I mean, because it’s so complicated, 

it’s very hard for your mind, your conscious mind to track it, so when you can 

bring consciousness into it as a performer it can be so much more powerful. But I 

just realised that a lot of the dance I see happened in this kind of whirl of 

confusion. It’s almost like it’s not really reading because there hasn’t been a 

consciousness put into it, so for me that was a really important, say as in the tool 

of the nuts and bolts, which she talked about a lot was really important. I mean I 

feel a bit like, it’s funny cos the thing with Joan is that often it’s a very personal 

experience working with her and you go through something very personal and I 

often feel that she ends up, I’m sure she feels it too, ends up having to look after 

people rather, bringing them through something, that, because you know 

particularly in the dance world you often, people get quite damaged you know or 

they go through a lot and then I’m sure because she creates the space there for 

people to work that’s not like that, she ends up having to heal them or take them 

through, but I think that what she does is very healing in that way and that would 

have been had a big influence on, I think, my work from then on, that kind of 

awareness, and the next year I think my sister Liz did it, did the course for a 

week.

Emma; Oh did she?

Jenny: Ya and I did it for two weeks, and I think that again both of us felt quite 

strongly, really resonated with the work that she does, you know, and kind of 

again, this notion of dealing with what’s in the moment and the present, it would 

have just solidify that. I guess Liz would have been, I think she would have been 

actually a bit like that anyway in her work, there was a kind of a sense of that in
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how she approached work anyway, but I think that gave a bit more support and 

confidence to stay with that, but for me it was really much more of a powerful 

thing because I think as a dancer I kind of go off into much more altered states 

kind of thing, it really brought me back to something much more grounded, which 

I think was more sustainable and all that.

Emma: What was it like to perform in public then, perform an offering?

Jenny: Well it was really, I think, the first year I can actually still remember some 

elements of it because actually it’s such a powerful experience that it really does 

stay with you quite a long time, like I remember for me it was very powerful. 

There were four of us and we did four solos, we each had a solo I think of a 

minute or two minutes or something and then we did a group thing together, and I 

remember very strongly my solo and I remember this thing of burrowing my feet 

into the ground and I remember one of the people, one of the witnesses really, he 

really resonated with that, he said something like, you know, about there being a 

safe place, and something that was said verbally really connected to what I 

experienced so it was, I was really blown away by that, that was really a great 

experience. The second year I think it was a bigger group and it was a little bit 

less contained or something? And it felt a little bit more open, like I can remember 

somebody saying something about all this meaningless movement, and I felt “Oh 

God”, you know, but actually they were just saying what was going on for them at 

the time, but for me it was little bit more out there than the first year, the first year 

was much more kind of protected or something.

Emma: I know she has built on the layers every year...

Jenny: Ya, the second year we were using props or, so we started making 

objects and stuff and so actually that year was really, really interesting. There 

was one person whose role it was to change the object as you moved and that 

was incredible because it actually got you into this notion of reality not being fixed 

but constantly changing and the constant wish to fix it but actually it’s constantly 

shifting and changing and it’s these kind of, these minor changes, they would 

create whole new landscapes and that was really, that was pretty extraordinary 

all right.
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Emma: And how did you find going in not knowing what you’re going to do, I 

mean because it’s not quite the same as improvisation or anything.

Jenny: No, no, I think I it was fine once I understood to trust what was going on in 

the moment, I think that I’ve never actually now, since experiencing that I’ve 

never lost that sense of what would happen if you know, like sorry I don’t mean to 

go off on a tangent but I was, I saw a lot of dance in Australia recently and there 

is kind of this, there’s a lot of movement, all the time movement, and I look at it 

and I think what would happen, is it ever going to be ok for us not to move. It’s 

almost like in dance sometimes people feel like they have to keep moving, it’s like 

we can’t let any moments of stillness come in, and I suppose the thing with Joan 

made me very aware of that thing of waiting for something to happen, waiting for 

that to come up and how powerful that can be to not be to feel you have to 

produce and produce and produce, so it doesn’t feel at all like improvisation. I 

mean I don’t think improvisation gets into that thing where, there’s a sense that 

it’s got to happen, something’s got to happen and for me Authentic Movement is 

not like that, and I think once I understood that I didn’t have a problem with, I 

mean I didn’t feel nervous about not knowing what was going to happen at all, no 

that was fine, I really enjoyed that, but I mean what’s difficult I suppose is when 

you’re doing it, it’s the interplay of your mind coming in and out and kind of 

distracting you and throwing you into lots of different, you know sometimes you 

could move with a connection to what’s going on and sometimes there a fair bit of 

inner monologue or whatever going on.

367



Interview with Henry IVIontes, Telephone Interview, August 1, 2009

Emma: So can you tell me a bit about your background, your training, influences 

and current work?

Henry; Ok, my background is...as a young dancer I trained at the Graham School 

of Contemporary Dance, while Martha was still around. She would come and 

observe the classes, sometimes speaking about the symbolism of the technique 

and telling tales. But it wasn’t the kind of work that attracted me as a male dancer 

and I was a different body shape to the type of body that she seemed to employ. 

The work is influenced by Greek myth so the guys were big almost jock-like and I 

never felt like I fitted in. But I consider that’s where I began my formal training 

because it was all I knew, later I also went to the Cunningham studio and then did 

open classes in Limon, Cunningham, release technique, contact improvisation 

around NYC.

Emma: So that is interesting because Joan would have started out doing Graham 

as well.

Henry: Yes exactly we spoke about that.

Emma: So your current work now, do you create your own work with the 

company or do you just work with different companies freelance?

Henry: I work freelance with different companies. There is one company which I 

have been associated with for eleven years, Siobhan Davies Dance Company. 

And within that context, I created my choreography and she acted as director, at 

least for a great part of what I did. Siobhan is a director/overseer and we within 

the group acted as collaborators making the work. I rarely now come across 

anyone who will give you steps to learn, these days choreographers need 

creators, later they can cut and paste the material and direct it.

Emma: Right and your current work in Sheffield now, what company is that?
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Henry: It’s a group called Vincent Dance Theatre (Charlotte Vincent), she’s well 

funded and she’s been directing for over ten years and she is moving up in the 

choreographic elite, it’s theatrical work, her ex-partner used to be with Forced 

Entertainment which is experimental theatre.

Emma: I like them.

Henry: Yes so she is wanting to change but I think that is the reputation that 

follows her -  being theatrical.

Emma; Yeah, and have you done any somatic training before?

Henry: Yes when I came to England I did Alexander technique training, so I’m a 

qualified Alexander teacher, I have also done the cranio-sacral training which 

Simon [Whitehead] has also done. So I’m also a cranio-sacral practitioner.

Emma: Ok and when did you meet Joan and start to get involved with her work?

Henry: Last year.

Emma: How did you meet?

Henry: I met her through Mary Nunan when I was making a piece on the students 

at University of Limerick. Grisha Coleman invited me to come over to make a 

piece for the students whilst Mary was on hiatus. When I returned to Limerick to 

finish the piece Mary was back and she told me about her work with Joan. I 

thought the work sounded really interesting and not dissimilar to the work I was 

doing in improvisation with other groups. I think we both felt Joan and I should 

both meet and perhaps even work, though at that time I think she was only 

working with women.

Emma: Yes, that is right

Henry: She was needing to extend her horizons and work with new performers, 

male even, so Mary spoke to her about me and I got in touch with her and I 

emailed her.

Emma: So then you went to the weeklong session or did you meet her before 

that?
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Henry: What happened was she basically wanted to meet up in London during a 

visit to her son. She flew in, and on the way in from the airport, we met and spoke 

about the work. There was going to be a five day period where she was going to 

try out new people and we spoke about this being a possibility.

Emma: Cool, and so just about the process of that week or coming up to the 

performances and the performances themselves I’m interested if you would like 

to describe a bit about that, what stands out? So we could just start with the 

preparations like, so the kind of week you had together. Is there anything in 

particular that stands out about that for you? The whole process of working in that 

way.

Henry: Well at the beginning it is very challenging and gradually what happens is 

everyone starts attuning more and more to the space and so the space becomes 

more vibrant, and we treat the space as an equal individual, or the sense that this 

field contains us and any cause/action within this field has an effect within it 

regardless of distance. I don’t know if that makes any sense.

Emma: Yes it does.

Henry: For me it is the essence of the work, this orientation to space, this 

listening field which keeps the performers interconnected on many levels and 

which also keeps us connected to a greater field which is inclusive of audience. 

It’s a trust and it’s a practice and it is always ebbing. It doesn’t always hold or gel 

and we can see and feel this but the work is this continued practice.

Emma: And in performances then was there anything that stood out from them as 

in different audience responses or working in different venues the indoor and the 

outdoor.

Henry: Tinahely, I really enjoyed the space there. I think we had a very good 

rapport with the audience. I think we had a continued sense of where everyone 

was even with the space being split on two levels with the balcony. I know there 

were questions about whether it was too performative or a bit too interactive, 

there was a lot of interaction between the performers, a lot of dueting. It was in 

contrast to Dublin where we kept to singular journeys, a couple of days before 

Dublin Mary Nunan brought up the fact that maybe we were going too much into
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direct relationship and could we stay in indirect relationship? This could mean if 

another performer comes in your vicinity you continue within your relationship to 

yourself and the space, and the person can be treated more like part of the 

greater living landscape and there’s no touch unless necessary or transient. Does 

that make sense?

Emma: Yes, it does.

Henry: So we practiced indirect relationship before coming to Dublin and when 

we got into the space, which was a massive dance studio, it seemed suddenly 

very loaded with this history of being a place to sweat, create and perfect (the 

mirrors did not help). I walked around feeling suddenly self-conscious about the 

way I looked, bizarre.

Emma: I know, ya.

Henry: We did not have this anywhere else and felt like unnecessary baggage. 

And then we practiced our being indirect and it ended up being a strange show. I 

felt rather removed and self-conscious and conscious of being seen which for me 

is a split state. I do think it was a good performance though challenging. Others 

felt we should have had more practice within the actual space. After de-briefing 

we came to the conclusion that it was necessary to have both direct and indirect 

relationship as there is a desire of the audience to see this.

Emma: That is true, ya it’s like how can you deal with what you need to do as a 

performers and what the audience desires as well, you know

Henry: Exactly

Emma: And what about the outdoor performances?

Henry: I enjoyed the rooftop performance it was really fun because it was the first 

one.

Emma: The first one was it?

Henry: Yes, I enjoyed that one, I can’t really say a whole lot more because it was 

the first one.
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Emma: Yes

Henry: In the end even though it is a practice and your ebbing in and out of mind/ 

physical states the act of committing to being present is an enjoyable one. The 

outdoor amphitheatre performances were more complex than others. I am not 

sure if I am answering your question?

Emma; No, that is fine like I suppose....

Henry: Maybe I should be more direct about what you want me to answer.

Emma: No, because it is good to collect what people, what is important to them, 

that is the thing that is really important rather than me selecting what people say 

you know.

Henry: Once we got into the amphitheatre, the amphitheatre was fine, it was what 

it was. We did the practice that we’d normally do. Being in the tunnel and its 

environs was different, your committing to being in relationship with yourself, your 

sensations, and not being too distracted by the comings and goings of the 

audience as they explore the tunnel and garden. At the same time, you know that 

it is important to engage with others, so that it doesn’t become too private. 

OthenA^ise it could be perceived as self-indulgence and it is a performance, it’s 

about sharing wherever you are with whoever wants to be witness to this. 

Sometimes that can be very challenging because some people desire to interact 

and some don’t and you try to be true to yourself. Once you hear the bell it is a 

cue to pull out from the open garden space down into the amphitheatre and the 

challenge is to not lose yourself amongst the audience, not to lose yourself. 

Sometimes enjoyable but always challenging. It never felt completely comfortable 

and perhaps that was its nature. I don’t think I was alone with this sentiment.

Emma: Well I certainly I really got a lot from it this year. I have been watching 

other ones since 2005 I think and it was really great to have the whole event 

integrated. It felt a lot more integrated than previous years with the people 

meeting, going down the garden, going through the tunnel and then having the 

performance at the end.
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Henry: I feel it worked. We took turns witnessing, being spectators for certain 

rehearsals for feedback and so forth. I got to see a rehearsal of the tunnel/ 

garden section up to the bell cue which is about 40 minutes. One of the things I 

really enjoyed was walking around and seeing people/movers integrated into the 

landscape, weaved within the tunnel, and the land and amongst or with bones 

and whatever artefacts were in the space, and the fresh air, I thoroughly enjoyed 

it and found it very sensual. There was nothing boring about it. I could choose 

where to look, where to go. Later when we de-briefed I said it was great, it works. 

So what came up for me and others is that regardless of how we might feel 

during the event and the transition from garden/ tunnel to amphitheatre one can 

put that aside because it does work and there is a sense of the whole being 

greater than the sum of its parts, as long as you stick to the practice, magic could 

be created that you’re not even aware of. You just have to stay with your feelings 

of feeling awkward. (Laughs)

Emma: Yes, I know, that is part of it to. Is there anything from Maya Lila that you 

would bhng with you to your work with other dance companies?

Henry: Well I hope to continue work with Joan because I admire her. I’m doing it 

now because we are doing a lot of improvisation with Charlotte Vincent but in a 

more theatrical context, but I think Maya Lila is also theatrical, in an organic way. 

And I hope to bring the sense of holding the bigger field, the bigger space, that’s 

what I hope to bring to the work that I am doing at the moment.

Emma: Finally, is there anything else you would like to say about your experience 

that you felt was important about Maya Lila? Is there anything again that has 

really stood out about the whole time, or have you said everything?

Henry: There are always things to say. I really enjoyed it. I’m sure that’s not what 

you need to hear, I find it very challenging. Overall I think the crux of it is that 

even if I’m not feeling great or am uncomfortable or just really insecure and I’m in 

front of an audience, it is important to stay with these feelings because you don’t 

know what is occurring or being stirred in the field around you and it is very valid, 

especially when you are being held in such awareness amongst the performers.
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Interview with Penny Collinson, Phone Interview, September 22, 2009

Emma: So can you tell me about your background, your training and influences 

and that kind of thing?

Penny: Ok, my move to body work started when I was training to be a dancer 

when I was eighteen, it involved a couple of places, first of all Laine Theatre Arts 

in Epsom which is essentially kind of music theatre. West End kind of training, 

musical theatre training which was great. It got me really into dancing in a big, big 

way. But after a couple of years there it was really also clear that kind of dancing 

wasn’t really for me and I was introduced to contemporary dance there and that 

was really something I knew instantly that it was what I wanted to do. So I left at 

the end of my second year and I went to Northern School of Contemporary 

Dancing in Leeds in 1990. I was able to do two years there. When I was there, it 

was an interesting time when there wasn’t a lot of Graham being taught. I missed 

the first year which is always the year of Graham and I went into second year and 

it was with teachers who were kind of interested in Limon and release and 

improvisation so that was really brilliant for me because improvisation and 

freedom to move, respond and perform how I wanted, it was really where I’d 

come from right at the beginning. I became really excited and interested by 

technique and different sorts of styles as well so it became really, there was real 

emphasis on technique, those kinds of technical skills and then I left Northern 

School in ‘92 and I got a job with Ludus Dance Company in Lancaster. You 

probably know Ludus, do you?

Emma: Yes I have heard of them.

Penny: Ok, so Britain’s leading dance in education company and I was with them 

for five years and it felt like another training in itself. They have some long 

standing members who really mentored the newbie’s. I was the new one, really 

strongly supported in learning about dance and education. That involved making 

shows, devising shows, teaching and performing all over the country, fantastic 

job, exhausting job and the teachers we brought in then were very much 

interested in release, Feldenkrais, Tai-chi, all sorts of things which it took a bit of 

a while to get into because I really wanted to be moving and into the technique,
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being fast and throwing myself around. However, at the end of five years, you 

know, and coming into the more independent sector, most of the teachers were 

really working from a release base. Some with somatic movement awareness 

and background so definitely influenced by somatic practice, this became really 

apparent for me and around this time through more open classes. Then I joined 

Motion House Dance Theatre in WanA/ickshire and it was during that time, I was 

at my most strongest technically than I have ever been, physically stronger then 1 

have ever been and my body was in really good shape and then I had a personal 

kind of emotional crisis in life and everything kind of burst open a bit and I 

realised that I didn’t really want to do all this technique, that I wanted to become 

much more internal and I just felt myself in a very different way.

Emma: Right

Penny: There was a immediate desire to turn towards trying spiritual practices, 

somatics, these kinds of practices which were going to help me know myself 

better and it was at that point that I became aware of Authentic Movement and so 

that was with a number of teachers -  Simon Whitehead, Linda Hartley and all 

sorts of lovely people. And it just became more and more exciting to me that 

practice and then coming back into working outdoors, working with the anatomy 

and with Universal Peace Dancing and all sorts of just, sort of like a tap was 

turned on. Just being in movement, being in space and feeling my way with my 

eyes closed and entering into myself, coming out and expressing myself in that 

way. I left Motion House and started to do solo work and I wanted to try and work 

from this place in my solo work with dancers that I work with. I started to do 

choreography and that went on for a while. I made two or three solos and group 

work and meanwhile I also got a job at The University of Central Lancashire, in 

Preston.

Emma: Yeah

Penny: And that became a regular thing and then I got a permanent post there. I 

have been there now for I guess for ten or eleven years whilst doing other 

projects and my most recent company I was with is called Forecast. I am a 

member of Forecast but I haven’t performed with them since the beginning of last 

summer. But actually performing on stage hasn’t happened now for three, four
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years. What became very, very strong right from 1998 really was the Authentic 

Movement. By ‘92 I went to the States and worked with Tina Stromsted, and also 

I had already worked with Tina in London. Then also in 2003 I did a course a 

course down in London which was one day a month of Authentic Movement and 

a second day of BMC, so it was Linda [Hartley] who introduced me to Joan. I 

went over as soon as I could to work with Joan, I couldn’t believe it that I met her 

and that she was doing this thing that I was really so interested in. It was a dream 

come through. I think it was four years that I worked with Joan. I found out I was 

pregnant actually at her house and the following year I went back with my baby, 

that was the last time 2006.

Emma: So you where there from 2003 to 2006, was it?

Penny: Yes.

Emma: So a lot of different changes probably happened over that time, so I was 

just wondering what kind of stands out in particular from the process for you? 

What were the important things?

Penny: Well I recall the first visit I made, it was a long visit I made. I went over 

twice in 2003. That long period in the summer that I went for, we did so much 

Authentic Movement, we did it day after day after day and that was extraordinary 

for me and that stayed with me. That was the real foundation in working with 

Joan and I know for her and the group because we did such a lot of in depth 

exploration into practice of that time it really underpinned everything. We were 

never able to do that much again because of the requirements of exploring other 

areas. They didn’t allow us that much time again exploring Authentic Movement 

but that was quite extraordinary for me of the sort of emerging from, first of all 

when you start the practice really coming into yourself, through your senses. You 

know for a couple of days you’re really doing your own thing and then gradually 

we start to go out again and meet others. We started to move with others over 

the next couple of days, three to four days, and then it becomes the whole group, 

the whole community, it’s like the collective again. It’s so clear to us this pathway, 

this very organic pathway of development and some of the experiences that I had 

during that time were phenomenal experiences of the unconscious, how it 

manifests, the layers, the depths and the characters, archetypes. You know that
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became really extraordinary and very moving as well for the life stories that kind 

of emerged from it and I think lots of ideas then about the theatrically of that 

became very clear because I remember clearly, for example, Joan’s capacity to 

really take the archetypal character. I used to sort of be moving with her and look 

up and see the crowd and I could see all sorts of different kinds of characters 

would be emerging, very clear and full expression and she would be really able to 

do that in her movement. By the end of it she could almost go there immediately. 

So that became a very interesting point for her that she really wanted to work on 

as well in the future. How do we enter the circle and be able to come to that full 

expression immediately? Particularly when it became about the offerings. And in 

the years that followed that of course new members were coming into the space 

and we weren’t able to spend so much time in practising the foundation work, 

movement work and therefore actually all that became clear was the need to 

process. We were never able to do that as much in the future and so we had to 

keep really recalling and knowing how to enter into that full expression quite 

quickly. That was actually quite difficult, you know.

Emma; Right.

Penny: I feel sure it was difficult for those who hadn’t done the long process 

perhaps as well, but it is an endless journey anyway about keeping unpeeling 

and allowing ourselves to really open to that, that sensitivity, that honesty in the 

movement, about containing yourself within the space, being able to be really 

fully be there and offer that out.

Emma; How did you find working with Authentic Movements which is quite you 

know, like you say, personal and sensitive? How did you find that with an 

audience?

Penny; I felt comfortable about offering that. I used to enter the space and say 

“ok you’re here and I am here and let’s do this together” . The idea of offering is 

significant to me. It is significant to me, that is what it is, that is what it’s about, 

offering, and if 1 held back in any way around that I wasn’t really fully engaging in 

that. But it is equally a very subtle line so it is quite different each time there was 

an offering. Sometimes it was exhilarating, sometimes it’s depressing you know. 

A sort of a variety of things and I think it would become a bit confusing sometimes

377



about are we in there? Are we not? How do we enter into that and stay as a 

collective? That became something that required I think trusting really, really 

trusting that and then of course you are working with the energies of the 

audience, and energy of the space and then the amphitheatre was built, which 

was very exciting, hugely powerful and that added a whole new dimension so 

how do we really work with that? What needs to be said and what doesn’t? Lots 

of exploration around that. We are picking up, there is an exchange going on and 

we are picking up the witness audience’s energy as well. It was a little bit 

confusing at times, like what was being received but again it is about trusting if 

something didn’t feel good all the time, then it doesn’t, but it does at other times, 

it’s kind of interesting, kind of mixes of experiences there.

Emma: Is there any performance in particular that you remember or stands out to 

you from your time?

Penny: We spend a lot of time working with the bones, I mean every time I went 

we were layering new ideas. I think the bones and objects came next after 

movement and then the voice, text, song came. There were all sorts of kinds of 

layers. The bones were very exciting. I remember performing on the grass by the 

top, near the cabin, and there were some really extraordinary experiences that 

came out there. I just remember having some really powerful times with those 

bones when we were often practising as well as performance times.

Emma: Right, so having like particular movements and characters came out of 

your relationship with the bones?

Penny: Yes and how that then interacted with others, and what they were doing 

and what they were holding, yes some very kind of meaningful in a very, it made 

sense of itself. It was something that was perhaps not knowingly coming from 

anything to do with us but what has been produced, I remember it being very 

meaningful at that time and often playful. You know, feisty and sometimes very 

quiet and beautiful and still moments. I remember being around by the mirrors 

and stones and being by myself there and the sounds of the trees. The weather 

was always a big part of it, the grass, it was wet, often it rained. That experience 

in my body. I went camping this summer and it really took me back to being with
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Joan, that outdoors, in the rain. It was wet but somewhere in the pit of my 

stomach, absolutely wonderful, I need it.

Emma: Is there anything from Maya Lila that has influence on your work with 

other companies or in your own work?

Penny; Yes, in lots of ways. I am now teaching an M.A. Programme in Preston 

which integrates Authentic Movement and lots of somatic movement education, 

lots of learning that I have taken from Maya Lila from working with Joan, just 

continuously feeds into and supports, sort of helps me to understand my work 

more.

Emma; Right

Penny; Kind of when I just move, my own movement practice, when I need to do 

revising work, I would always need that kind of time to just move with no 

restrictions. Always within my classes they always have some reflection. So I 

think the depth of exploration that we are able to go to help me to understand the 

work so much more.

Emma; What is the name of the course you are teaching?

Penny; M.A. Dance and Somatic Well Being.

Emma; Oh, that is a good name!

Penny; Its full title is M.A. Dance and Somatic Well Being, Connection to The 

Living Body. It is a lovely programme actually, quite new, into our third year this 

year.

Emma; How do you find that working with dancers, that type of movement, 

because it is quite different from a lot of dance training?

Penny; Yes, I mean the emphasis for this course is about developing 

communities and co-creation work with one to one. It emphasis is definitely about 

people being able to take this work into their own field and in fact I would say, 

less than half of those that are on the course are dancers, we have anything up 

to kind of mid to late fifties on the course from all sorts of backgrounds, doctors, 

teachers, dancers, Pilates teachers and yoga teachers, really nice interesting mix
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of students. Yeah bringing this work to dancers, it is on our undergraduate 

programme as well, somatic work, for four to five years and in fact they have an 

Authentic Movement module on that course so it is quite daring for 

undergraduates. We’re also really trying to combine it with technique, lots of other 

skills. It is called Dance, Performance and Teaching that course, but we feel 

really strongly that it supports the students, personally and professionally 

throughout their whole course. We are really quite passionate about maintaining 

this thread right through from their first year until they finish and how it is feeding 

into them as teachers as well is a sign that it works and it is important addition to 

dance training, to dance studies which predominantly can be so much about the 

objective body, can’t they? You can actually really miss out on the living, sensing, 

feeling, moving body as well and I think it is how we work, how we talk, the 

language that we use when we bring this work into teaching and we work with 

students, there is something very important about empowering the individuals 

and helping them not to disassociate as they move and as they study movement.

I was off last year on maternity leave last year but the year before last I 

remember leading the Authentic Movement module and the students, they loved 

that module they said “can we do it at the beginning and the end? And can we do 

it next term as well?” I encouraged them to keep journals and by the end of term 

they were coming in just lying down on the floor and just getting ready for going 

into the practice. We would always start in a circle and bring them together into 

the circle and they would want to be able to speak their experiences of how they 

were, where they were on an emotional level and they would really try and work 

that into the session. So it would support them as they went into the rest of their 

studies for the week,

Emma: Right

Penny: I feel really passionately that, it is that thing of integration that we don’t 

disassociate how we are living our lives, what is happening in our lives and how 

we are feeling right now. What tools can we use to help us to feel more embodied 

and then at the same time do this choreography or write an essay or whatever it 

is? It is that combination which is so vital which changes us, changes people we 

know. We don’t just start to understand it conceptually, we start to bring it into our
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lives and see the world through that way and it is a really important issue to 

dance.

Emma; So I suppose was there anything that you found difficult in Mila Lila or that 

really didn’t connect with what you do?

Penny: I found it challenging at times, on a practical level, I found being out there 

for three weeks and being with everybody and having to go and sometimes get 

stuff like you know the costumes and all of that sort of stuff. I found that 

challenging, quite challenging. I found it more challenging perhaps than I would 

have for three weeks if I were making a show.

Emma: Yeah

Penny: But that makes sense as well that it was challenging. It is about churning 

things up, questioning things and picking up on them again. You know and I know 

we all struggled with that at times, living together. But I understand that Mila Lila 

was asking that from us and Joan constantly, constantly moving forward with her 

thoughts and ideas. Sometimes we weren’t there with her, we hadn’t got there. 

Joan had been living there the previous year, absolutely there, so there was also 

the need to again dive in and trust and meet her where she was and I dare say 

we weren’t able to do that at time. That was, what a privilege to be able to do that 

with Joan, she is an extraordinary woman, her background and her teaching, 

Bonnie, Janet and her singing teacher, what was her name?

Emma: Chloe?

Penny: Yes, and also her spiritual teacher. She is a fighter and she is feisty. She 

is also beautiful sensitive. I sort of saw her as my second mum. I just love her to 

pieces. I hope that I will be able to return to work again with her again.

Emma: Yeah

Penny: I am just so proud of her, her books, her ability and her drive really. She is 

doing it, she sort of got me saying....I got to do it, I got to do it I got to do it.....

Emma: Yeah, I know that is true.

Penny: Life isn’t going to stop so I got to do it.
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Emma: So is there anything else you want to say about your experience before 

we finish up?

Penny; Something maybe about recognising how much for Joan, her whole self 

was involved and she was doing it in her home as well, well my perception was 

that she was allowing the vulnerability to bring people in and offer something that 

she was still finding words for, I think she found those words now. I sort of feel 

the real clarity there now, what I have read this last couple of years but that 

journey of following, listening and feeling her way, so she is living the practice. 

She lives the skills that this work is all about and she listens to that and I 

remember a time when we could all feel, some sort of external feeling that we 

should do the norm or make people happy and we sometimes fall into that trap. I 

realise that my ego was leading me there or I lost faith for a while. So this 

beautiful capacity to trust her own intuition, her subjective response to what was 

going on, it wasn’t always easy. Being with Joan itself was a big learning not just 

the work.
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Interview with Nicola Curry, Belfast, July 18, 2008

Emma: So maybe I’ll just start about your company here 

Nicola; Ok

Emma: And your background.

Nicola: So I, well the company I started after I finished in Limerick on the M.A. 

course so I hadn’t really done any professional training up to that point.

Emma: Oh right.

Nicola: So I had danced quite a bit, but I ended up going and doing a law degree 

at Queens here and then around Queens sort of getting into arts administration 

work, and spent a number of years doing that and its wasn’t until I was like 26 I 

think that I went to Limerick to do the M.A. So that was my sort of only experience 

of full time dance training there. And then when it was over I came back home 

and there was no, well there was one dance company in the North of Ireland but 

that was in Derry, Echo Echo, dunno if you heard of them?

Emma: Oh ya I’ve heard of them

Nicola: They do a lot of contact based work that’s kinda their thing and you know 

aesthetically I wasn’t really that interested in that way of working, and I wanted to 

be based in Belfast which is where I live so I set up the company really to try and 

do projects I was interested in (laughs) and be able to work as a dancer as well, 

so that was back in 2000 and, do you know I can’t even remember, 2002 maybe 

the company was set up officially.

Emma: And you’d met Joan the year previously in the M.A.?

Nicola: I’d met Joan on the M.A. ya she was one of the tutors. I mean I’m sure 

you know about that programme?

Emma: Ya.

Nicola: Ya so a lot of it is kind of guest teachers being brought in for periods of 

time and Joan would have been one of those and we would have, that would
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have happened maybe in the sort of second semester of the year and you know I 

really enjoyed what she was doing and that is obviously why I went down then 

after that to spend time in doing the sort of summer project with her.

Emma; And what was it about her approach that you found interesting when you 

did the M.A.?

Nicola; Well I think partly because it was so sort of internally focused cos a lot of 

the time when you’re learning techniques you’re applying something to your body 

whereas this wasn’t, so I think that’s what, ya I find that quite natural you know so 

and I really enjoyed it, it’s quite fulfilling probably the fact that its less about 

external things and more about an internal focus.

Emma: And then so you set up the company around the same time you were 

working in Joan’s?

Nicola; I came back, no, the company was set up to do a project in the January of 

2002 and we did our first project those couple of months, a co-production with a 

company in Dublin called Rex Levitates, and we did it here then, up here, and in 

the south as well so, and then after that we were very much project based for a 

while, for a good number of years really and maybe doing one performance 

project a year just in terms of trying to raise money, it was quite difficult back then 

to do that, and really at the minute the company, it’s not a vehicle for my 

choreography, it’s not what I’m interested in doing. It’s more of a production 

company so I would commission choreographers and composers and bring a 

group of people together to make work collaboratively. And those can be artists 

from Ireland or abroad so we just finished, last year we did two duets one was by 

a Danish, no a Finnish choreographer, the other an Irish choreographer and our 

next piece will be using dance artists who are based or living in northern Ireland 

so we’d be hopefully providing them with a platform for their work. So that’s what 

essentially what the company does, it’s not Nicola Curry dances or anything like 

that! I can’t remember when I met Joan, I think it could well have been that 

summer, could well have been that first summer, cos I think I graduated in, it’s 

really weird your brain just can’t remember.

Emma; I can probably figure it out cos I have all the old videos.
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Nicola: So it’s either 2002 and 3, or 2003 and 4. I can’t, I just can’t remember.

Emma: And so tell me a bit about...

Nicola: What we did?

Emma: That process.

Nicola: Ah! Well we kind of, well you know the set up there, you live communally 

and all of that and we would have worked in the studio in the mornings I 

remember, and I should have dug out my old notebooks for you, because part of 

it is obviously a reflection on what you’re doing as well, and that’s probably the 

thing I found hardest you know, the doing of the movement you know was, came 

more naturally to me than you know having to analyse or write about it or you 

know...

Emma: Process it?

Nicola: Process it, ya, I just wasn’t used to really doing that but it was you know, it 

was interesting to see just what kind of came out, or what was in your head and 

came out on the paper you know. I do remember like that type of very sort of 

meticulous process of working through skeleton and organ work and I loved all of 

that, really loved all of that and you know without doing that ground work you 

couldn’t really take the next step of doing any sort of performance work cos it was 

too much of a leap cos otherwise you’re not really, you don’t have that awareness 

of what your body is doing or indeed that sensitivity to what others are doing 

around you.

Emma: Can you remember anything in particular you worked on, in the 

preparations, anything that stood out to you?

Nicola: Well the things that mostly stand out would have been the working 

outdoors and I remember in the rehearsal or you know in the mornings we would 

have, there might have been a more practice of working in duets or trios or things 

like that...I do remember there being one of the open sessions where people 

came to watch.

Emma: Ya the offerings
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Nicola: Ya the offerings and you know that we very, very intense you know and 

part of the experience I think was you were, I mean you were quite vulnerable in 

a sense because there was nothing, you couldn’t hide behind anything so as a 

performer you’re literally there in the moment doing and responding to everything 

you see and hear and smell and touch and you know kind of without regard to 

what does this look like or what must they think, but it was very enriching 

personally. It’s hard to distinguish then what out of that you don’t take into your 

professional life you know, and after that I did dance for a while with the company 

here but I have since taken on more a sort of administrative role just simply cos 

that’s the way things have had to have gone, but in terms of like maybe if I’m 

teaching say professional classes or anything I would always go more towards 

that internalised approach of working with your body than you know something 

other, so that’s probably what’s had its most lasting impact on me is that.

Emma; And so who else was there at the time, do you remember?

Nicola: Jenny Roche was there, and we would have been on the same course, 

same M.A. course at the same time, Penny [Collinson] from England was there 

and Maggie [Harvey], I remember the four of us being there and I remember 

Mary Nunan might have been around a bit as well, and then the lady that Joan 

had over from Germany, whose name I can’t remember, she was fantastic like 

she was really lovely [Regina Rudiger], Just you know her, she led some of the 

sessions sometimes and just her sensitivity and moving with her was a real joy as 

well, it was great, so it was just somebody who was so well practiced in that way 

of working that it was lovely to experience.

Emma: How did you find that idea of the witness?

Nicola: Witnessing?

Emma: Ya

Nicola: I think it took me a while to get used to it because again I, it’s just that 

whole idea of having to vocalise that, but you soon got the hang of it because 

you’re immersed in it every day, you know, so and it was very much, you went at 

a pace that you could and there might have been others who were like Penny 

who was very well practiced in the Authentic Movement and others who were
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quite adept maybe at vocalising their internal processes, but it didn’t seem to 

matter because what mattered was the movement more than what kind of 

happened after, you know.

Emma: And can you remember the audience, how they responded or what it was 

like?

Nicola: I remember one year doing the performance and then afterward we all sat 

and they spoke and we had to sit in this group together and I remember it being, 

and I remember one guy saying something and it was just like so removed from 

what I had experienced that I just couldn’t understand what he was saying cos I 

remember, he made some comment about a certain movement, I remember 

being very close to where he was in the audience and I kinda knew what he was 

talking about with something that he had maybe seen (laughs) and ya it was so 

far removed from what I had, so I just found that really uncomfortable but I 

suppose that’s just being open to these, all of the different responses people 

might have to what you have done, but it could be quite raw you know especially 

immediately after something like that where you’re, where everything is very sort 

of heightened in a way you know, your sensitivities are like very heightened and 

you maybe have over the process of that however long that is, I can’t remember 

how long the offerings lasted like you know it could have been...

Emma: 45 minutes?

Nicola: You know, ya, a long time to be, and I know maybe a lot of the time you 

mightn’t have been all of that time but certainly you were fully engaged in it in all 

your senses and I dunno whether maybe Joan changed that afterwards maybe 

where the performers didn’t sit in on that discussion thing, so that was one thing I 

actually do remember being really like, I was just so confused that how could he 

have this response whenever it was something completely, you know.

Emma: Ya its interesting sometimes hearing an audience response to something 

abstract.

Nicola: But then I suppose it’s something that they’re not used to seeing and 

Joan would have certain terms of doing this, she’s a real pioneer you know and of 

course it’s going to be difficult for people to get it or even they don’t have to get it
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but you know to be accepting, well this is something different and maybe it 

doesn’t require us to have the same response we would have if we were sitting in 

a theatre, watching something you know, then maybe those responses aren’t 

appropriate.

Emma: She changed to this idea of the dedication, something that in the 

performance that has struck me that I can take away with me or something like 

that. So did you see it kind of as a training time or a performance or what was 

your...

Nicola; It was more that I was interested in what she was doing because you 

know I would have an interest in Reiki and energy work and body work and so it 

was, I was really curious about what she did and it seemed like a really natural 

thing to do because we’d obviously made a good connection in Limerick, 

whenever she was down teaching on the course and she wouldn’t have invited 

me to join in if she didn’t think there was something I could contribute to her 

process in whatever way and I was happy to do that and I really enjoyed the time 

I spent, you know I learned a lot and there’s no doubt she’s a fantastic woman 

and very gifted and she’s doing I think really important kind of work.

Emma; Ya I think so, sometimes in the Drama department like I have some 

recent videos of the shows and people are like, “is that a performance?”

Nicola; But it’s kinda just people accepting performance doesn’t have to mean 

one thing you know and that her approach is as valid as anybody else’s. I wish I 

was back then in a way, kind of in terms of my dancing you know, because I 

haven’t really been dancing that much over the last couple of years you know.

Emma; And so what aspects can you think of that you found useful as a person 

or as a performer?

Nicola; I think it was more an acceptance that it’s not about learning, it’s not 

about learning, movement isn’t about learning external things, it’s very much a 

personal and internal process and I think that’s the key thing really that I’ve 

carried with me since then, and that going through that type of work with her 

allowed me to kind of accept that. I haven’t practiced any of that for so long, but 

at the same time it’s still there like as an undercurrent.

388



Emma: Ya I think once you’ve learned something it’s in your body. Were there 

any aspects that you didn’t connect with or you didn’t find useful or interesting as 

a performer or...?

Nicola; Maybe the use of props and things like that, when it moved from being 

with the other additions of music and movement, so I think I maybe I wasn’t 

involved whenever it stepped onto that and I don’t know how comfortable I would 

have been working that way, but I suppose that’s just an extension of the work 

itself so but I can’t really think of any, like it is a long time ago (laughs) you know 

and my brain doesn’t retain a lot of stuff but the memories I have of it are good 

ones you know.

Emma: So I’m wondering what in particular drew you, when you were in the 

Masters, in Joan’s work, and I wonder how other students found it that were 

involved?

Nicola: I think that, well we were in a very small year, there were four of us in the 

course and there were two of us who were very engaged in Joan’s work and two 

who weren’t. And that was quite, I can’t even remember how long Joan was with 

us but she was certainly down a few times and we did a performance within, a 

sharing within the university as well but I think it’s something you either go with or 

you don’t.

Emma: And the people who weren’t that interested, they more interested in 

learning technique?

Nicola: Ya, they were more interested in more traditional methods, ya.

Emma: So probably the same thing but, do you think Joan’s work and Maya Lila 

have something to contribute to the Irish performance world?

Nicola: I think it does I mean, as a society you can’t restrict the experience of 

whatever art form to one aspect of it and I think what she’s doing crosses a 

number of different boundaries from both art and psychology, I’m trying to think of 

what the sort of word is, it’s more than what it seems I think and some people 

might dismiss it as you know something airy fairy or arty farty or just way out 

there you know, when if they look a bit closer to it then certainly, like there is a lot
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of rigour involved in the practice and you know it’s a very disciplined practice as 

well. I think that maybe sometimes people don’t appreciate that if they’re just 

coming to a performance that maybe they’ll make an assumption that isn’t true 

you know. I mean I don’t know like in the big picture what impact it will have but 

certainly you know it will have a big impact on the individuals who are involved in 

it and that the residue of that will unfold in many years to come and it might be 

very subtle as well so how you can measure those you know goodness only 

knows.

Emma: As part of what you use from it you were saying like the internal ...

Nicola: Ya so it kind of ignited in me an interest in somatic practice, different ways 

of using the body or looking at a body. I mean I trained in Amatsu bodywork 

technique, a Japanese technique and not that doing this made me do that but 

you know it was all part of that awareness of the body and my interest in it and 

what sort of path that I want to take wasn’t necessarily one that was already 

mapped out for me you know so.

Emma: Ya I think it’s interesting as well that you hadn’t come from a dance 

training background and maybe, cos Joan didn’t start dancing ‘til she was 29.

Nicola: Ya I mean I would love to have gone you know, for years I battled with “oh 

I’m not a dancer because I didn’t do my three years training”, you know for a long 

time, and it took me a while to go “I feel fine, I didn’t need to do that” or “that 

wasn’t meant for me”, but you can’t help it whenever you’re around that age 

thinking you know “I really kind of missed out” but then you listen to peoples 

stories of their experiences of being in that type of full time training and it’s 

sometimes not all it’s cracked up to be. I don’t know if that sort of lack of 

experience for me allowed me to be more open to her work.

Emma: So would you describe it as dance, theatre or performance?

Nicola: Oh!

Emma: You know Joan is a visual artist as well

Nicola: I know she has so many different talents, it’s fantastic. I mean it’s all and 

none of those you know. I mean for me at the time it was definitely about dancing
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and moving and I haven’t really been involved, obviously I’ve kept in touch with 

Joan by email or whatever but I haven’t been back down. And that’s just being up 

here and different things that just happened, being able to go back down you 

know I would actually like to. I got her books and stuff there she sent them up and 

it’d be nice to see how things have, cos I remember the time she was really 

battling with getting funding and all of that back then, it wasn’t easy certainly and 

she really did persevere to get it all to happen.

Emma; I think it’s changed, it’s kinda loosely the same but then this year is going 

to be completely...

Nicola: ...different again

Emma: She’s having this art installation in the garden and having an opening and 

all, I don’t even know what to expect.

Nicola: And when is that on in August, or...

Emma: In September I think.

Nicola: I must find out cos if I can get down, I would maybe go down.

Emma: She’ll send round the info, I can forward it on to you.

Nicola: I’d be on her list so maybe she would let me know anyway when it’s 

happening. Certainly when I was there for me it was about moving, it wasn’t 

about any anything else. I mean I can take you, I have photographs, I have a 

DVD, I could show you one of our pieces from 2004.

Emma: Cos you had really short hair.

Nicola: Ya I had really cropped hair. You probably won’t recognise me.

Emma: I may have seen those videos cos she gave me a big box of stuff that I 

went through.

Nicola: Did she? (Laughs)

Emma: I was expecting someone different when I arrived! (Laughs)

Nicola: Short hair and probably about a stone lighter! (Laughs)
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Emma: It’s been hard actually to get people to find time to meet. But I’ve just sent 

the initial emails out. And I’ll be phoning people, that’ll be my last chapter then 

about how people might use It for their own performances.

Nicola: The performances and stuff I’ve made would all be community and youth 

projects, I don’t create work for the company cos again I’m more interested 

bringing this body of people together to make something, so maybe that’s 

something I came away with in Joan’s stuff, this idea of a collaborative process.

Emma: Community’s a big thing for...

Nicola: Ya, community’s a huge thing. And that was definitely, spending that time 

together really did enhance the connection that people had, within the practice of 

the work and you know whenever there were performances, I think it would have 

been different if people weren’t maybe living in the same place, that played quite 

a key role in it.

Interview with Simon Whitehead, By Email, August 24, 2009

Emma; Can you tell me about your background -  training, influences, current 

work?

Simon: After a degree in geography and competing as an athlete, I trained as a 

dancer at Laban and then worked with various choreographers before making my 

own work in the early 90's. After collaborations with other artists, I moved to 

Wales from London in 1994 to develop my own practice. This has been deeply 

influenced by the landscape and culture here. I make place-sensitive work, often 

interdisciplinary, this often exists outside the usual arts infrastructures, happening 

in, or referring to public space and the rural landscape. Influences: Rosemary 

Butcher, Marina Abramovic, Zinedane Zidane, Gaston Bachelard, Ecology 

(Guatarri), Sport, Gary Snyder, Morris Berman... current work: public walking 

projects (recently in London and New York), locator residential workshops with 

dancers and performers in the landscape, planning for a year-long performance
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in 2011 “a year of walking”, Pings, a remote collaboration with Australia based 

sound artist Barnaby Oliver (http://www.untitledstates.net)

Emma: When and how did you meet Joan Davis and get involved in her work?

Simon: I met Joan in 2006 here in Wales on an international dance residency I 

part-organised in rural Wales called “Someplace”. I came to work with Joan in 

summer 2008 and was excited to return and work with her in 2009. I have great 

respect for what she has developed and the integrity and depth of her practice.

Emma: Please describe what stands out in particular to you from the process and 

performances that you took part in. (rehearsal/preparation, different venues, 

audience response etc.)

Simon: Working at Gorse Hill, the steady influence of the sea, weather, Joan's 

shaping of this place and the practice, rehearsals and performances in the 

garden...the unknown nature of each performance and the surprises that emerge. 

Also the afternoons' work at Glenda Lough, the way the sense of space and the 

residue of mining work entered our movements and choices both there and 

aftenwards...

Emma: Has Maya Lila had/ will Maya Lila have any influence on your work with 

other dance companies or in your own work?

Simon: Yes of course, the intensity, the trust and the individual narratives within a 

collective process are all resonant.
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Interview with IVIaggie Harvey, Skype Interview, September 6, 2009

Emma: So can you tell me about your background, your background in 

movement, training and influences and that kind of thing?

Maggie: I first got interested in dance through African Dance, doing workshops 

and then through Latin American Dance, through social dances and then I did a 

drama course, so at 33 I started the dance training in Cork.

Emma: Brilliant.

Maggie: Quite mainstream, ballet, jazz and contemporary with a bit of 

choreography thrown in. So I did that for two years and in the middle of it I went 

to the Laban Centre for a Summer school, and explored improvisation and 

physical theatre. Then in the year, I think it was the year when I had finished, cos 

I sort of realised this sort of dance wasn’t for me, and I sort of realised there must 

be more dance out there, I went to an improvisation festival at Dartington Hall in 

Devon and that was a really good beginning. I think that was back in 1999 or 

2000 or something. So that was really inspiring. My dance inspiration was 

through improvising really. And so I finished the course and then I was teaching 

dance and a lot of the teaching was in the transition year in school. I did a bit of 

that and then Youth Moves for Dance in Firkin Crane and then working with older 

people as well, and then I went on to do an M.A. in Limerick with Mary Nunan. 

And while I was there, maybe, or just before then, I met Joan and went to see 

her. She was doing a dance performance on a beach, and I really enjoyed that. I 

suppose my memory of it was how the audience got involved and I really liked 

that. I liked it and I was also uncomfortable with it. And I suppose it made me 

curious. I think Joan came to the M.A. and did a session there in Limerick 

University and after that we talked some more and anyway, eventually I came 

back as one of the outer circle on one of the summer research gatherings. So I 

did the warm up in the morning and did my own thing in the afternoon. I really 

enjoyed the discussions around that but I also felt quite frustrated being on the 

outside.
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Emma: Did you do other somatic training or you just learned through Joan?

Maggie: I sort of dipped into things. The Body-Mind Centering and the Authentic 

Movement has mainly been through Joan actually. Also Lucia Walker, she does 

Alexander Technique, Eva Karzag, we had a session with her at Limerick, and 

just through improvisation, a lot of somatic awareness would come. A lot of 

building body awareness through those kinds of approaches, but the majority of it 

has been with Joan.

Emma: And that was the kind of area you were interested in, was it? The kind of 

somatic work?

Maggie: Definitely that kind of work has deepened my familiarity with my body 

and made different parts of my body more accessible. Joan would be an 

inspiration. And I have done a bit of Action Theatre as well which was voice and 

vocal and verbal and movement.

Emma: So now are you working in teaching or doing mostly dancing or working 

with companies or what is the main part of your work now?

Maggie: I am not really working in dance at all. I just get a day a week or so to do 

something for myself. I am working in mental health which I suppose draws on 

the therapeutic benefits of dance and performance. And then also physically. I’m 

gardening. I’m definitely missing it. Yeah.

Emma: Yeah and so you met Joan then on the M.A. and you started getting 

involved in the residency and then you joined as a performer.

Maggie: Yes.

Emma: So you have been there for the whole thing really of Maya Lila.

Maggie: I think so, yeah.

Emma: So can you describe any changes that have happened over the years?
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Maggie; It feels like definitely the sculpture in garden is a big new departure from 

two years ago when that wasn't there. So the first few were much more 

investigative. Certainly more investigative and going into different layers of 

awareness; nuts and bolts of the body, imagination and narrative. And I suppose 

having got the ground work done, working much more with objects, as well as 

looking at how to prepare an audience. Working with the objects and 

experimenting. Two years ago, I think, we used more modern, familiar objects to 

try to make it more accessible. This year incorporated a lot of it. I have had this 

long standing joke or discussion with Joan about whether it is improvisation or not 

and she would be adamant that it’s not and I would be adamant it is really.

Emma: Ok that is interesting.

Maggie: And this year it felt more and more like improvisation. So it feels like it’s 

becoming less of a mystical form; perhaps moving from a spiritual form into a 

creative form. It is only really in the last few years that men have got involved. So 

I am sure that is how it has changed as well, I am not really sure.

Emma: So like coming up to this year, how did you find this year in comparison to 

other years with the hosting, and the tunnel and male performers, that was a lot 

of changes.

Maggie: I think the hosting worked very well. I mean there had been that element 

of hosting in the previous year but it was much more of a honed container I think 

for the audience this year. For me as well, I think, having that number of people 

involved, I felt very supported and held. And the sculpture garden obviously made 

a big difference. I don’t think I got to an easy place with it really. I found it quite 

difficult to be in it; it didn’t resonate with me I suppose. I was finding it difficult to 

know how to relate to it, so that was a big difference. It’s basically the same but it 

was informed by having the garden sculpture and the fact that it was away from 

Gorse Hill, in different places this year.

Emma: Oh yeah, how did you find that?
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Maggie: I suppose I enjoyed those, but I feel they were much lighter and I don’t 

know whether that is the direction Joan wanted to go in or not really. It’s much 

more like improvisation again, without knowing what is the difference really, but it 

is feeling different to what it use to feel. More like a performance for, I mean not 

to entertain, but to engage people rather than before perhaps trying to do what 

we do and in doing it and being really present with it, be communicating with 

others, to the audience. I think there was much more a self-consciousness of the 

audience this year.

Emma: Yeah, they did feel quite different but I enjoyed them as well, you know, 

and so is there any part of the process that stands out to you in particular, well 

you mentioned improvisation, kind of something to you that from Maya Lila, that’s 

a question that always comes up or a real area of interest or something like that. 

Is it the work with the audience or with nature or..?

Maggie: I think there are ongoing questions for me, like, before I had been 

working with Joan, I was dancing and improvising with a collective in Cork, 

Rebus. The performance spaces with that weren’t really held or made safe; and 

the audience coming in weren’t prepared or anything. And I would go into those 

spaces with the same sort of openness that I try to find in Joan’s work and I think 

I went in too open to those spaces.

Emma: Yes.

Maggie: So I often felt very exposed in those performances, and since then I 

haven’t been performing very much. So the question I have is how to really 

sustain and maintain the depth of material that comes through. I mean I do really 

appreciate that depth of material and the personalities that come through but at 

the same time, how to make it safe for the performers in a way that doesn’t 

expose them totally. Can I know in myself how far I can go? I’m interested in the 

container that makes it ok. Does that make sense?

Emma: Yes, it does. It is interesting with this work I always find that because it 

comes from, you know. Authentic Movement and Body-Mind Centering, it brings 

up a lot of personal material and it is like how to deal with that with an audience
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as well, like making it safe, like your saying. So that is something I am interested 

in.

Maggie: I think it is uncomfortable if it is too raw as well for an audience and yet it 

would be amazing to see someone holding their own in that rawness. Ya, I’m 

curious.

Emma: How do you find the relationship with the audience?

Maggie: Well there was one year, one particular performance, where it felt very 

strong and I think it was two years ago where the audience felt very difficult and 

the whole performance or the offering felt quite difficult and afterwards finding out 

that there were some difficult relationships with the performers and people in the 

audience.

Emma: Oh

Maggie: In fact it felt very clearly that there was, whether it was a channelling of 

what was going on in the arena, but it was definitely something, a communication 

of those both in and out of the piece, between the audience and performers 

really. It is an energetic connection, the audience are very much involved, at least 

they are in the amphitheatre, I think. Outside I am not so sure about. I’m also not 

sure about the tunnel...

Emma: So during that part in the Willow and Mirror tunnel you weren’t sure about 

that relationship?

Maggie: Well I mean physically I suppose they were involved. I don’t know 

whether or not it helped people feel more connected to what was going on. And I 

think even, that the intention was that they might see some of it come through in 

the circle at the end. I am a bit vague now as to whether that was feedback you 

got. Do you remember any of that feed back? Or did you ever get any of that 

feedback?

Emma: From?
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Maggie: From the audience, whether they sort of saw put into form some of their 

experience of the garden sculpture?

Emma: I didn’t hear that, but I did hear people saying they felt very involved and 

my own experience would be, I really enjoyed having the Willow and Mirror 

tunnel, you know, because I was a host, it was a bit different but I could see how 

people were interacting and having gone through the tunnel myself before, it is 

really playful and then to go from there to watch a performance is quite nice. Ya, 

to feel part of a community or something.

Maggie: You’ve been through the same process.

Emma: Ya, so would Maya Lila have any influence on your other work? I know 

you say you aren't so involved with dance but you know would you use some of 

the stuff you learned from Maya Lila in performance, if you were doing it in 

another context?

Maggie: Well I definitely have learnt a lot about Authentic Movement and really 

seeing the therapeutic potential of Authentic Movement in its pure form. In 

performances I have learnt the importance of waiting, really being prepared to be 

in that nothingness, that emptiness, and just waiting to see what will happen. I 

think that sort of informs the way I live and particularly helps me if there is some 

challenging situation, or someone very irate or something, to really just wait 

peacefully without knowing what to do about it but letting things evolve. I mean it 

is ongoing, like those questions about how to be open but not too open is sort of 

an ongoing thing I bring into my own dance practice, which is hopefully just about 

getting going again. (Laughs) It is a very deep process I think.

Emma: So had I anything else I wanted to ask? I think, oh ya, what about, inviting 

male performers in this year, was that different?

Maggie: I think it was different not because they were male really, more because 

of their reputation as professional dancers I think.

Emma: Ok
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Maggie: Because they are sort of reflecting their experience in their field, rather 

than being men I think. When Nick started he definitely brought a different energy 

and a different desire to analyse and again I don’t know if that is masculinity or 

whether it was coming from a different approach and questions. But maybe the 

dancers’ familiarity with Authentic Movement and that process meant I wasn’t so 

much aware of the difference this year. And I think that for the people who are 

watching, the audience, there a greater clarity and dynamism to the movement. 

As a moving witness I enjoyed the clarity as well.
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Interview with Mary Nunan, Dance House, Dublin, March 3, 2009

Emma; So I’m just going to ask you today about your own background in work 

and then about your work with Joan mostly cos that’s what I’m writing about, so 

first of all would you like to tell me about your own background in dance, your 

training and your early work and that sort of thing.

Mary: Ok well I suppose I came into dance quite indirectly so I didn’t train in 

dance when I was young. There was no dance to see where I came from in 

Newbridge, Co. Kildare, on the stage, especially no contemporary dance. I would 

have seen musicals but anyway I’ve always loved movement. A physical 

education teacher introduced us to dance as part of our P.E. curriculum and I 

really loved it. I wanted to study dance more after that but there was no place in 

Ireland to study it so she recommended that I study physical education. So I 

studied physical education but my area of specific interest was dance. During that 

time I studied “creative dance” working based on Laban’s principles. One of our 

lecturers on the physical education programme was very passionate about dance 

so she used to invite in guest choreographers from the Irish National Ballet and 

some people from the U.K. as well so we were exposed to other approaches and 

other artists working in dance. So that was great, and then after I qualified I took 

up a job in Killester where I taught physical education and tried introduce dance 

as well as part of the programme. That was between 1976 and 78, during that 

time I saw a notice for a woman called Terez Nelson.

Emma; Yes!

Mary:... who was teaching dance in her studio in Monkstown and so I enrolled for 

the class with my sister. But over a period of weeks I found myself going further 

and further to the back of the class every week thinking “Oh dear, you know, I’m 

too late, I can’t do it, it’s over”. My confidence was certainly not increased by that 

experience, I was about to give up, to throw in the towel altogether. But one 

evening a woman taught a class and as it turned out, this woman was Joan. And 

I remember something switched and I just found myself completely fascinated by 

some very simple thing she was doing. But then the course finished that was that. 

And then I think after a period of time, it could have been months, could have
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been a year, the very same my sister said to me “You know that woman whose 

class you liked in Monkstown, she’s opened her own studio and she’s teaching 

classes in Harold’s Cross”, so I signed up for Joan’s classes there. That in a way 

marked the beginning of my fascination with dance, attending those classes and 

going to performances, I remember going to a performance that she did with the 

Cunningham trained dancer, Karen.

Emma: Oh yes, Karen Callaghan

Mary: Karen Callaghan, in the Project and being really interested about what they 

were doing. Joan was very encouraging and I really responded to her 

encouragement so that was really the beginning. Encouragement is very 

important, especially in those very early days when you’re very vulnerable and 

very insecure and feeling very inadequate a lot of the time. So as a result of 

those two years of studying I decided would give up my job as a teacher to go to 

New York to study dance a little more. My sister, the same sister, had moved to 

New York so that was obviously a foothold in as well, so I just set off. I was very 

embarrassed to tell people I was doing that because that was the time I thought 

and I know everybody else thought as well that if you hadn’t being doing ballet 

from when you were three and if you couldn’t do the splits (laughs) that you were 

a little sad to be giving up your full time job and heading off to the States. I think 

that attitude is quite prevalent probably still, but one of the things I really found 

amazing in the States was that many dancers would have studied, philosophy 

and English, for example, for their undergraduate degrees and only then started 

taking professional dance classes when they graduated. Actually this was one of 

the really inspiring elements of the culture of the U.S. for me, was he sense that if 

you want to do it, you find a way. And I think in Ireland we’re far more caught in 

the tradition of a particular type of training being a pre-requisite and also that this 

has to be accomplished that by a certain age.

Emma: Ya.

Mary: So anyway off to New York. Terez Nelson as you probably know, Joan too 

at that time was teaching Graham technique so I went off to the Graham studio to 

take my classes. These classes just didn’t resonate on any level with me. They 

seemed to confirm to me that either I couldn’t do the technique or that I didn’t
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even want to, there was nothing in it that really attracted me to stay with it or find 

my way into it. So out of again a whole other series of coincidences through, my 

sister who was living with an artist in New York at the time, I was introduced to 

someone whose partner was teaching Hawkins technique and so I decided to go 

along. These classes took place downtown in the Soho area. For me Hawkins’ 

technique class was just amazing. As a Physical Education teacher, I was quite 

strong I mean you could say my body would have been quite contracted, quite 

muscular, dynamic, stocky probably, so that’s why the kind of bound flow 

movement of Graham’s technique didn’t work so well for me. Hawkin's technique 

was so much more about release and feeling the sensation of movement. This 

became very important in terms of supporting me to build a foundation and to 

evolve a method of working. I suppose there must have been, again it is only in 

retrospect that I feel these things, there must have been something, you could 

call it the ideology or the openness or the gentleness of the technique that really 

drew me In. I stayed in New York for two nearly three years and when I came 

back to Ireland, I went straight away to Dublin Contemporary Dance Theatre. I 

often say to people I used to hang around the door to wait for them to come out

(Both laugh)

Mary: ...the dancers, you know really I just thought they were everything I wanted 

to be. I was just so fascinated in that open-eyed kind of way, and I think I 

probably signed back up for the evening classes also. Eventually Joan invited 

me in and offered me an apprenticeship for a year. I don’t know if it was out of 

sympathy for me shivering outside the door of Harold’s Cross (laughs) or 

whatever it was but she actually said “Come in and we’ll try you out or you can try 

it out and see how you get on” and she also said that they had no money to pay 

me but I wanted to do it anyway. So that was the next stage of being able to be 

more involved in professional dance I suppose. I had to simultaneously do things 

to make money like being a bicycle messenger for a law firm, Loretta passed that 

job on to me. It was kind of a bit of a struggle because the other company 

members used to be able to do class in the morning but I couldn’t always attend 

as I obviously had to generate money. But anyway after a year or so Judy Cole 

and Ruth Way left and that provided the opportunity for them to offer me a 

position as full time member of the company and that was it. So much of my
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career has evolved around my relationship with Joan. It’s a very strong 

relationship. It wasn’t always continuous there certainly was a period where we 

both went very separate ways. However, it has been so Important, influential, 

inspiring you could say, challenging, but ultimately nourishing, in terms of my 

continuing evolution as an artist.

Emma: And tell me a bit about you time with Dublin Contemporary, like what was 

the ethos of the company and the pieces you created, just a little bit.

Mary; Ya I joined the company when Judy and Ruth left, but I’m not sure how it 

ran before that. It was a repertory company and guest choreographers were 

invited into the company to devise original works. But when I joined there was 

also a sense of it being run as a co-operative and one in which company 

members could also create their own work. During my time I created my first solo, 

which was a piece, which I used a Samuel Beckett text for...

Emma; Ya I read about that. Search.

MN; Searchl And what's interesting about that is that I wrote to Samuel Beckett to 

ask his permission to use it and he wrote back saying I could have i t ...

Emma; That’s a big deal, he didn’t give his permission to everyone.

Mary; I know, yes that was amazing, he said “Dear Miss Nunan, you have my 

permission but you must also get the permission of Calder, John Calder, my 

publisher” and all that you know. So that was the very first solo I made. During 

this time we each were creating work. Joan created a number of works, one I 

remember is Anna Livia, the other one is Bird o f a Feather, Robert and Loretta 

also created Longest Night or is it The Longest Night and Ancestral Lights. I did 

one group piece as well, Sand Dance using Irish traditional music. We also 

collectively developed some works around themes like, there was one we did 

which was called Word Dance, I actually just saw a copy of it...

Emma; Word Works?

Mary; Words Works, ya and Joan and myself did a duet called Minnaw, in which 

we used voice and text. Then with regard to the guest choreographers, 

interestingly for the most part we tended to look more to the U.S. and I still feel
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that this bias, for want of a better word, still exists in Ireland today. So that 

although there are some connections with say, France and Germany, it tends to 

be the New York, even post-Judson sort of artists that continue to be very 

prominent in terms of influences or even in the exchanges that happen between 

Ireland. It might simply have something to do with the shared language, the 

shared affinity between Ireland and the U.S. But in those days it was people from 

the States, Sara and Jerry Pearson, or Richard Hiasma, who came and 

choreographed. During my time they came a number of times. We also did a little 

detour into Ernestine Stodelle, it was Limon influenced work, but that was a little 

detour. Sara Pearson and Jerry Pearson came back a number of times. Then in 

the last year that I was with Dublin Contemporary, Yoshiko Chuma came. That 

started a whole other series of connections that I still have with Yoshiko. She 

came and created a piece called Single Line Traffic isn’t that what it is, and that 

was 1986. Just to say I think that interestingly, when we were all making work, if 

you were a fly on the wall or something, a wise old fly on the wall, you probably 

could have seen that we wouldn’t have been able to continue working together 

because I think we all actually had quite strong and quite differing priorities or 

aesthetics. So it was kind of inevitable that it would actually fracture and maybe 

fracture is too strong of a word but that we would eventually, that people would 

feel a need, that probably a better word, to go and develop more fully what it is 

we were each trying to explore, but it was very wonderful time and I actually think 

it was a wonderful company, I left ‘86 and I know the funding was cut in 1988 or 

‘9.

EM: Ya

MN: And when I think back now on the kind of gap that this created in terms of 

even opportunities for young dancers to come through a repertory kind of 

ensemble. Although we were a cooperative, I would have to say the driving force 

behind it was Joan, Joan was writing the applications, getting the money, doing 

all of the things that somebody with that kind of real commitment to continuing to 

get the resources to sustain the thing does. That was Joan, and she also had 

such incredible integrity and discernment about good quality work, she’d never be 

one for exhibitionism or big presentational things, it was always about content 

and you know depth of investigation, but I think there was also an accessibility to
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the programme. So in a way I think with her vision driving it, and with continuing 

funding, the company would have just developed and become stronger and 

stronger and stronger. It’s hard to understand why the decision was made to cut 

the company like that. I can’t understand it at all.

Emma; Ya it was a funny time to do it actually

Mary: Yeah, especially when in “The Dancer and the Dance” ...

Emma: Ya a few years earlier

Mary: I haven’t read that report in a long time but there was great endorsement 

for the quality of the company’s work and its uniqueness. There ya go, in its wake 

new companies grew up, Daghdha Dance Company, what is Robert and 

Loretta’s?

Emma: Dance Theatre of Ireland.

Mary: Dance Theatre of Ireland, Dublin City Ballet also got cut but then Irish 

Modern Dance Theatre developed. At that time Joan went, you could say, nearly 

underground. She went and started a whole new line of investigation, which 

eventually came more visible in the professional dance domain I guess in the 

90’s, mid-90s? I didn’t come into her process into later, maybe she only started 

working with professional dancers in Maya Lila around the end of...

Emma: Well Maya Lila was from 2002, but before that then that there was all the 

stuff on the beaches and...

Mary: That’s right and during that time she had opted not to work with 

professional dancers, she wanted to work in outdoor explorations with people 

who are not trained as contemporary dancers at that time.

Emma: So would be able to describe a bit about the process of working on Maya 

Lila, cos you’ve been there from the start of that

Mary: Ya well just to say that, just to fill the gap in the narrative. I went on and 

became founder artistic director of Daghdha Dance Company. I did that from 

1986 till 1999 and then I was appointed the course director of the M.A. in 

Contemporary Dance Performance at the University of Limerick. It was then I
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said to Joan, you know “I’d love if you would come and introduce your work to the 

students”. So that was the beginning of our re-connection professionally. Before 

that I would have known what she was doing but we didn’t have professional 

dialogue or we didn’t really have much dialogue at all during the time when she 

was doing her Body-Mind Centering and Authentic Movement training so then, 

very slowly Joan decided that she would like to begin to continue her research 

process with professional dancers. She had of course many reservations- she 

knew that when a dancer trains in a particular way things open but also lots of 

things close, maybe even some patterns are so deeply ingrained that they may 

even obstruct the kind of research that she wanted undertake in her work as an 

artist. I increasingly understand this, it’s quite vulnerable when it’s very new so 

you would want to try as much as you possibly can to gather people around you 

that will actually come with you on the process. “Coming with” doesn’t mean not 

question or challenge but in a way that is supportive of the process. I suppose I 

kind of tentatively entered into the process as well wondering kind of “Oooo, I 

dunno it’s very strange and what is it?” I mean it’s been very slow, at the start I 

was even more tentative, so I think I wouldn’t have even done the full summer in 

the beginning, you know if it was four weeks I probably I did two, but Joan was 

very open and she was rotating people anyway. I think again Joan was happy to 

let it unfold as it needed if people are available then she felt that’s right and if 

they’re not, they’re not. So she let it evolve that way, letting it correct itself into 

the right kind of relationships so that eventually certain people found themselves 

wanting to and being invited to return do you know what I mean by that?

Emma; I do ya.

Mary: But that didn’t answer your question, what was your question?

Emma: Just about the process of making performances, bringing that sort of work 

into a performance for an audience.

MN: Ya ok, what really fascinated me about was that it gave me an opportunity to 

get to slowly understand her Body-Mind Centering approach, you know cos I 

think Joan’s approach is incredibly disciplined and rigorous. So first of all there is 

the Body-Mind Centering, Joan spent a lot of time training us so we’d actually 

have skills to work with. So didn’t start off the day with class doing plies or any of
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that kind of stuff in the morning, or doing your Limon swings or any release based 

techniques even, it wasn’t that. We worked, under Joan’s direction, with guided 

investigation, including the studying of the BMC systems, the organs some of 

which she would bring in so that we could touch and feel them. She integrated 

both Body-Mind Centering and Authentic Movement principles in her work. I know 

Linda Hartley does it as well but I’m not sure that Linda does it as an investigation 

towards performance as much as Joan does it. So 1 suppose what still holds me 

in relationship with the work and my fascination with the work is the constant 

deepening or revisioning, again its under Joan’s direction, of these principles. 

This process can support a kind of an unpacking or an unpeeling of movement 

habits or patterns that are basically unconscious. And then learning and even 

sometimes really trying to understand what is it to be a witness, what is meta- 

witnessing, I mean they’re actually very subtle roles and that took a long time. We 

went through a process first of all of working with our own bodies in terms of 

Body-Mind Centering then also witnessing and being witnessed by somebody 

else and sustaining a somatic sensibility when in the process of witnessing as 

well, all of those kind of layers. Then in addition to that Joan started to introduce 

work with objects, so then not only was there relationship with one’s own body 

but also beginning to be in relationship with the objects, and that relationship with 

other performers and relationship with audience are all part of the process of 

exploration and that’s my memory. And every year we’d come back and pick up 

certain questions again. Joan kept meticulous notes, as you know from the book, 

of the process. She recorded the discussions after every session. And she’d filter 

through the feedback to clarify her questions so she was probably even going a 

bit further than the rest of us really. She’d have some internal questions about 

what did in the past summer and what was left to be done. So that’s the process. 

We can talk about the performances again, but I don’t know if there’s anything 

else in the process?

Emma: I suppose I was wondering like what were the aspects that really struck 

you, like the witnessing or...

Mary: The witnessing and the Body-Mind Centering. I suppose cos in my own 

work I had become more interested in more abstract, we call it post-modern, 

dance, a stripping down of narrative, a stripping of emotion down into just
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movement in space. For me Joan’s explorations kind of stimulated inquiry into 

narrative and emotion and brought out the force of those kinds of emotions or 

sensations. They weren’t sensations of say architecture or form or something like 

that so they were quite anarchic or quite kind of wild sometimes in terms of even 

pre-form (laughs). But you know, being able to witness them, I found that very 

interesting and I kind of felt a bit, what’s the word, I think the world of narrative 

and emotion is one that I approach with a certain degree of caution and I 

suppose fear and maybe a bit of resistance, it’s not really resistance, it’s just, do I 

really want to go there? Or is that an area that I want to explore? This is one of 

my questions. But I suppose I always had this, so that’s my dilemma sometimes.

I probably wouldn’t explore this with anybody else but I was interested in 

exploring it under Joan’s direction and then even maybe arrive at sense of its 

relevance as fertile ground to be further investigated. But even sometimes with 

Joan, I find myself saying every now and again ‘Tm not doing this in 

performance, like. Stop!”

(Both laugh)

Mary: I just love being able to explore my “edges” in the process especially when 

it’s just Joan and myself. Sometimes I felt liberated enough to really just follow 

impulses, because there’s always a certain level of the witnessing that holds the 

space anyway. And then the process of writing and reflecting of it in terms of the 

experience as opposed to any judgment about the experience you know that was 

quite liberating. It was great to break those grounds even though you may not 

necessarily want to immediately replicate those kinds of experiences in 

performance. Just the sheer process of exploring some of those edges, that kind 

of depth or that kind of range in the process has been very valuable. So we can 

talk about the performance in a minute but certainly the process I found it 

amazing to have the opportunity to work under Joan’s direction. I remember one 

time I was witnessing Joan and I remember being there in the space with her and 

I can still see it and I felt something happening and I can really see it happening 

in her body or experience something happening in her body and I really felt I 

know this sensation, I know this, and I hadn’t a word for it. And that really 

interested me, it’s like, maybe our words sad, happy, you know whatever it is, 

distressed or some of those they’re fine, but there’s other layers or shades
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underneath those that somehow our languaging lumps together leaving some 

sensations unacknowledged, untasted, unexpressed. I suppose we all have a 

tendency to narratise to put things in words. I notice myself when I’m moving that 

narratives comes too quickly and I feel that’s a habit and I am interested in what 

happens if I don’t narratising straight away. In some ways Joan’s methods are a 

way of doing that so you can let the narratives come but you don’t say “now I 

know cos I have the story”, it’s like the narrative can come and the narrative can 

go and this can allow for other kind of completely unexpected narratives can 

come and go. So it’s actually and knowing the narrative is not the destination, it’s 

been brilliant.

Emma: And so then tell me about the performances, like, putting all that into a 

performance with an audience and how’s that different, you know?

Mary: I kind of feel that’s the big question still. That’s the big question, because in 

a way again, we often have these big discussions about the way the process 

touches on spiritual practice or shamanism, theatre and therapy. Those four, 

spirituality, shaman, theatre, therapy, dance say, we’ll say dance theatre and it 

kind of rubs off a number of those. I have a sense of Joan’s interest in and 

engagement and maybe even practice or relationships with people who work in a 

shamanistic tradition and certainly her own work in healing and therapy. I 

suppose I came more from the theatre world and so I wasn’t sure how far I 

wanted to integrate those other worlds in performance. I feel maybe I have a lot 

of concepts about or assumptions how all these dimensions of performance 

might be integrated. I am really holding this as a question at the moment and I 

can feel my understanding shifting. It’s wonderful that all our questions can be 

held to some degree in the process because so it’s up to me to find out. I’m not 

expecting Joan to resolve these things for me. The question as to whether it is a 

spiritual practice comes up and I find myself saying “Mmmm, I’m not sure”. I get 

very nervous around those kind of questions because I’ve already developed 

quite a strong involvement in a meditative tradition which actually helps me to 

clarify a process of, you could say, relationship with the spiritual dimension of my 

being which I understand as a knowing that isn’t just about a cognitising process. 

The Buddhist Dzogchen tradition, Tibetan Dzogchen, is a very intricate, very 

sophisticated but ultimately very simple system that I find myself very drawn
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towards. I’m working with that quite consistently all the time, so therefore in a way 

the shamanistic tradition is something I probably haven’t been drawn to, so those 

kind of tensions arise for me. I think anybody who’s working with Joan probably 

has personal questions in that regard, and I think sometimes, it’s like millimeters 

in one direction or the other. If it becomes really about more strongly influenced 

by shamanistic tradition than by say Western art tradition, will it tip to such a 

place that I’ll actually say that’s going in another direction now and I’ll be going in 

this direction. So these are the tipping points for me and I think eventually that 

needs to get resolved more fully. I think when it’s shared with, if we call it 

audience then we’re talking Western art tradition, cos that’s what they’re called, 

those people that come in (laughs) and if you talk about shamanistic it might be 

more the community you know and if you’re talking about religious/ spiritual 

practice. I’m not sure what the name would be, but they’re all they all have their 

own...

Emma: Congregation!

Mary: The congregation! Ya wonderful. (Both laugh) So actually as the 

congregation, the audience or community arrive, I suppose built into that is a 

certain sort of convention, that they each have and then we might ask what 

convention are we are we setting out to stimulate or to challenging here? So if 

you’re challenging the convention of audience sitting in rows you know that’s fine. 

Looking at a stage, but that convention is challenged a lot in Western art at the 

moment anyway, the convention of audience and if we’re challenging the 

convention of community you have to look again at what convention it is we’re 

challenging in community which might need a different set of challenges, 

challenges meaning I think, maybe questioning if it has lost some of what it can 

be at its fullest. If the congregation arrives, what kind of concepts of congregating 

are being addressed or progressed or challenged or reaffirmed, I would use 

those words for ail of them, so this is an area that perhaps I still have questions 

about, does that make sense?

EM: It does, because you can’t in a way define what expectations people are 

coming with, you could call them witnesses but they don’t necessarily, they
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haven’t developed those skills necessarily or they don’t come with that desire as 

well, so that makes it difficult.

Mary: That’s right, so that gives us the fourth category which is actually, what 

would you call them, whether it’s congregation, whether it’s community (I’ll do that 

with the shaman) whether its audience or as you say whether it’s witness, to 

include the actual therapeutic convention you know, call it conventions for a want 

of a better word, or what else do you call people who are in a therapeutic 

process, I guess you’d call them...

Emma: Clients?

Mary: Clients ya

Emma: Who is the therapist?!

Mary: Ya, and you know am I making these artificial divides. I think the work 

itself, I still believe it may provide the answer, and I think there’s loads of things 

about the work that are still emerging and maybe when it comes even more fully 

into form which I think it even began to do the last year, we only had a week but 

we’re just trying to get become more spontaneous, forget the methods and return 

to a kind of spontaneity, the kind of spontaneity that has come from practice as 

opposed to you know just completely practiceless, the discipline of spontaneity I 

like to call it, so I think if we continue working through the kind of guidelines set 

out by Joan, the disciplines or the practices, eventually if it takes a form then 

maybe that’ll inform the question of audience. It will become clearer, I keep 

saying audience but anyway the role, relationship with the people who come. 

There’s I suppose a reason why large audiences can go to any kind of an event 

and feel that they are participating in it, it’s because they know feel they know the 

conventions to some degree. So if Maya Lila is proposing another kind of 

experience the question as to how do we really prepare people arises. Joan has 

really made this question very central, meeting people as they arrive, inviting 

people to bring food and spend the day, walk into the garden. Every single year 

we have considered how we might support people to enter into a kind of new 

experience. This has become as important as the question of what actually

412



happens when they arrive at a point of sitting if they are going to sit in a circle and 

witness as audient, congregate or community.

Emma; So are there aspects of the Maya Lila work that you would use in your 

own work as a dancer like with other companies or on your own work?

MN: I definitely have yes and I think certainly the methods of the Authentic 

Movement particularly. I couldn’t say at what moment it began to enter but it 

certainly has become a very strong element of my own practice or my own work 

but how it comes out is, it tends to be quite different. We were talking earlier 

about this, I mean I think I’m in at a phase now I’m very interested in space and 

use of space, that’s really what my primary interest is, and also I’m interested in 

gravity so there’s something got to do with space, gravity and motion in space. I 

think the Body-Mind Centering practices have really helped me to understand 

dimensions of the body that are not based on good old Leonardo Da Vinci and 

I’m sure it happened way before him, the bones and the muscular structure, so 

even when we’re talking about gravity, it’s not even Newton’s falling apple it’s 

more about internal and external space. Authentic Movement also provides an 

opportunity to witness the emotional possibilities or patterns that might be useful 

or not useful in layering the work so in a way I think it’s informing it. I’m interested 

in exploring the motion of the body, the sensation of movement, returning more to 

movement itself, this sounds like a Merce Cunningham cliche but because he 

said movement is the message so I’m very interested in literally the sense of the 

kinetic sensation or the moving body.

Emma: Ya I was just thinking about that when you were saying that it’s like our 

whole concept of “the body” like what does that mean anyway? It’s like you know 

I was reading about Thomas Hanna and how somatics, it’s about the self-sensing 

soma rather than the objectified body.

Mary: That’s right, the body as perceived from within. And that brings me back full 

circle to my own research and the influences in my own practice one of which is 

Eric Hawkins. In his book The Body is a Clear Place he talks about how through 

sensuousness the body becomes a clear place. Many people would say his 

technique was actually the precursor of a lot of the release -based techniques. 

He says tight muscles don’t feel. His technique actually really helped me to soften
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the body, feel it from within, and for me Joan’s work takes that further. I mean it’s 

not just the musculature you’re talking about you’re going further into that. This is 

something that I am writing about in my own research, if you publish your book 

before I do (laughs)...

Emma; If it becomes a book!

Mary; I’m also interested in Kristeva writings. She talks about revolution as a 

return and that only revolution is to keep our intimacy in revolt. Then in my own 

practice there is meditation, which is also about bringing the mind, back home so 

there’s all of these kind of returns.

Emma; Ok ya

Mary; I wonder sometimes if in Joan’s and my own work I’m aiming for a kind of 

an intimacy, it’s not spectacle, there’s no bells and whistles and flashing lights 

and glitter you know but and I suppose the challenge is getting the intimacy right. 

I’m still working on it but the colours are subtle and very conceptual and quite 

abstract I think the intimacy Joan works with is a more visceral intimacy.

Emma; And then I suppose I’m quite interested in like autobiography and 

performance and it’s like maybe it’s always there in a way in dance but I wonder 

is that something that you relate to in your work with Joan or something you use 

yourself in dance, it’s like your own personal material in a performance setting?

Mary; I don’t know, I wonder is that even more to do with narrative maybe people 

who work with narrative might feel that they could mine that area more? In a way 

of course isn’t it that the thing, write about what you know or dance about what 

you know, I guess it comes in. I going to try this, this probably sounds ridiculous 

but there’s also that kind of mirrors thing going on that in a way you make a work 

and then it shows you back some aspects of how you think and feel. And 

sometimes I think the work is like a periscope going around the corner and also 

as times an orthoscopic procedure. Going right inside to illuminate something in 

the work, I dunno they’re kind of interesting images. I’ll take those!

Emma; Yeah (laughs) cool!
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Mary: I don’t know and I think again in fairness to you, that question just would 

provoke me to reflect and I love that cos it’s a very interesting question.

Emma: I suppose like it’s very easy in some ways to distance yourself in the 

performance, I find like say in theatre you can do a play and you play a character 

and personally I always feel like it’s a part of myself but a lot of actors don’t see it 

that way, and a lot of performers now try to integrate personal material not 

explicitly but might be part of the character and even the sense of feeling the 

sensations in your body to me is kind of like bringing my personal experience 

rather than trying to create say a particular atmosphere in a play, “Oh, it’s the 

point where she is supposed to be upset” well actually what am I actually feeling 

right now and can I channel that into the performance you know.

Mary; I think this is close to our conversation we were having even last time we 

met. I think what you have described there I feel as remaining open to the 

sensation revealing something to you, whereas the other approach is “I 

remember feeling this miserable when my mother did this and I’ll re-create that 

misery”. And I think that could be fine, and using that as the foundation for 

expression but what I heard you saying there and it helped clarify for me is that if 

you leave a little gap, if you keep open and ask what is misery and wait till that 

moment to discover it as opposed to saying “Oh good. I’ve had a good miserable 

expehence I can draw on”, (laughs)

Emma: Yeah

Mary: And this is what I talked about looking at Joan and seeing something and 

that I felt really emotional about but I didn’t have words for it. I think a really good 

performer will not assume the emotion and act it out, they can actually just move 

into the territory and even allow the process of exploration so that the word that 

describes something can reveal itself to be so much more layered and so much 

more textured. I think the heightened awareness of sensation and the skill to be 

aware of what narratives want to attach themselves gives you a space again 

between your experience of self in habitual ways.

EM: It’s more fluid
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Mary: It’s more fluid because it’s a present emotion being expressed in a 

particular kind of way and being allowed it to pass all the way through the body 

and find expression as opposed to pasting a past on top of it.

Emma: Just to finish, do you think Maya Lila has something to contribute to Irish 

performance techniques? Is that a leading question? (Laughs)

Mary: Yes, to the former, absolutely, it undoubtedly has already and for all of the 

reasons we talked about. And it’s been very, very rigorously worked out. It is 

actually a method, there’s no doubt about that and Joan’s continuing to refine it 

through a very slow and sustained process. And she works on it on a number of 

levels. Perhaps the one that I’m most involved with is the level of its application 

in professional performance. And I think probably it’s ultimately its ability to 

impact even more fully on this will probably to some degree be determined by it 

cracking its own core whatever it needs to crack in terms of what performance is. 

The more it is experienced professional practitioners, artists, the more they might 

say: How do they do that? That’s really interesting, what’s going on there? And 

that means maybe it’ll attract even a wider kind of interest if that’s how one would 

measure its impact. For me impact doesn’t have to be about mass, impact can 

actually be about a number of people, their work, being strongly influenced by 

this in ways that maybe are more or less obvious. And I know a number of 

people who having participated in the process have found their work to have 

been affected by it. Everyone I know who has studied with Joan been very 

appreciative, have very supported and have felt this is very unique exploration. 

Only last weekend I was in Galway I had been invited there to teach some 

workshops and a number of people there were saying that they were very 

interested in what she was doing and they’d like to explore it a lot more, dancers.
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