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ABSTRACT

In his theoretical writings on the development of American Modern Dance in the 1930s,
the American dance critic, John Martin, re-invoked the Ancient Greek construct of
‘metakinesis’ to explain the process by which performing and watching Modern Dance
in particular, becomes a unified experience. In the late 20" Century, neuro-scientists
in Europe discovered that areas of the brain activated when watching actions
performed were the same as those used when performing the movement. These
neurons, which became termed ‘mirror neurons’, have also been connected to a likely
engagement with the emotions and intentions inherent within movement. There
have been a number of recent science-arts initiatives where collaborations between
neuro-scientists and dancers are extending knowledge in both dance practice and
scientific knowledge, but to date the genuine convergence of creative and scientific

endpoints has rarely been achieved.

This extended essay provides an overview and starting point for predominantly new
territory in science-art development, and raises key questions for further investigation.
Through interviewing dance professionals, I have gauged to what extent the dance
profession is aware of, and imaginatively poised to exploit, developments in
neuroscience around the specific relationship between the mover and the watcher. 1
aim to show that mirror neuron science provides a brain basis for the concept of
metakinesis, and that this science could be highly relevant to the development of our
understanding and appreciation of dance in Western society. I propose that whilst the
arts generally and dance in particular, have a marginalised place in society, the
development of knowledge of mirror neurons as a concept, from specialist discipline to
a more mainstream consciousness, has the potential to create a significant shift . I
identify a number of areas within the development of dance practice where the
integration of mirror neuron science could, through a deeper understanding of the
integrated brain functions of observing and performing movement, bring future

benefits.
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INTRODUCTION

This research essay looks at the relationship between the mind and the body, the
watcher and the mover, in relation to dance. By examining an important concept
about the moving body, termed metakinesis, which has existed since earlier
civilisations, and relating it to recent developments in neuroscience, it explores the
implications for dance as a performed practice now and in the future. It asks whether,
now that there are scientific explanations for how we watch and respond to movement,
this will in time have a significant impact on the relationship between western society
and the moving body, which has for centuries been dominated by the split between
mind and body with its roots in the philosophy of Descartes. It gauges awareness and
ideas among a small sample of people working in dance, and asks whether we are
ready to imagine a different position for dance in society.

Methodology

The early part of the essay is based on reading and online research — key texts by
John Martin and Helen Thomas and a range of articles and journals in the dance field;
articles from Cognitive and Neuroscience journals, media features and education

resources, to understand the basis of the neuroscience.

The later parts of the essay draw on primary research conducted through interview
and questionnaires with people working in the dance sector. I have taken material
from specialist disciplines, in forms which communicate on ‘lay’ terms, and used it as
the basis for a discourse with people in the dance profession itself — deliberately
selected across a range of perspectives, techniques and backgrounds, and without any
expectation that subjects will already be active or knowledgeable in science-art

initiatives.

Fourteen dance professionals were interviewed, equally divided between male and
female participants, across a range of nationalities and ethnicities'. Four were trained
and/or practising primarily in contemporary dance, one in South Asian Dance - the rest
was primarily working in ballet, although most had some experience in contemporary
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work. Three were three choreographers; four worked in dance education; four were
dancers employed within large companies. One was a non dancer working in senior

management.

The interviews covered the same broad areas in each case: I explained the
background to my research, about metakinesis and outlined the mirror neuron story,
providing a summary from an article in the New York Times and Nova Science Now?.
The key areas I covered in each interview were:

¢ their backgrounds, what motivated them to become dancers and their
experiences of being a dancer in relation to wider society
how they learn
emotions — what they feel when performing, where emotions come from
their perception and feelings about the relationship with audiences

their awareness of mirror neuron science

* & & o o

what they think the implications might be for dance

There were some areas which seemed more relevant to certain groups — so, for
example I asked a question about gesture and meaning to choreographers whilst
probing more deeply into education with people working in that department. Inevitably,
other subjects came up during interviews which were specific to one or two

participants.

This was a small sample by necessity for practical reasons, and therefore this limits
the observations and conclusions in these sections on a global scale — whilst providing
sufficient insight to suggest that a further study could be rolled out into the field, and
beyond.

My research also included interviews with Professor Patrick Haggard at the Institute
for Cognitive Neuroscience at University College London, and his colleague, Dr Beatriz
Merino-Calvert. These meetings greatly helped me to understand the scope, context
and purpose of the action observation studies they had carried out, and some wider

issues between neuroscience and art.

I will take as a starting point in Chapter 1, the concept of ‘metakinesis’ written about
by John Martin, dance critic of the New York Times between 1927 and 1962 in his
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short book 7he Modern Dance (1933) - a work which has been since extensively
referenced by dance writers and critics — but which can be traced back as far as the
Ancient Greeks and Plato. This idea, which Martin described as ‘muscular sympathy”
or ‘inherent contagion of bodily movement which makes the onlooker feel
sympathetically in his own musculature, the exertions he sees in somebody else’s
musculature™. Martin’s theories of the expressive dimensions of Modern Dance and
the audience’s engagement with it, were heavily underpinned by this concept, to

which he and others repeatedly returned in dance writing in the mid 20" Century.

Chapter 2 provides a brief overview of developments and studies in neuroscience over
the past fifteen years, which have shown a brain basis for what Martin was satisfied to
classify as ‘the relation in general between the physical and the psychical’.> The
discovery of the parts of the brain which have been dubbed ‘mirror neurons’, would
seem to reflect Martin’s description of experiencing, and metaphysical explanation of,
the phenomenon of direct engagement at a physical level with the emotions, intention
and meaning of the dance. Whilst the original discovery of mirror neurons in monkeys
by a team of scientists in Parma, Italy happened sixteen years ago, there has been
extensive subsequent work by scientists such as Gallese, Rizzolatti, Freedberg,
Tacoboni, on the associated neurology in humans, including the question of whether
and how mirror neurons read the emotions and intentions of the watched by the
watcher. Significantly, recent studies led by Professor Patrick Haggard at the Institute
of Cognitive Neuroscience at University College London, studied the brain activity of
ballet and capoeira dancers whilst watching movements from their own and each
others specialist techniques, have further mapped the relationship between the visual

and motor systems in the brain while watching dance.

Hypothesising what Martin’s response would be to these scientific developments, one
suspects that he might have considered it unnecessary to the understanding of
metakinesis — the Ancient Greeks knew of its existence, as does any dancer and the
seasoned dance audience member, so it makes little difference to ‘what we choose to
believe®. However, my interest in undertaking this study is in imagining how a
science breakthrough described by Professor V' S Ramachandram as ‘the single most
important "unreported” (or at least, unpublicized) story of the decade” may in time

change society’s understanding of the moving body in ways which would have
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profound effects on widening the appeal and importance of dance as a performed and

participated expressive art form.

To examine this, in Chapter 3, I explore where dance is now as a social and performed
form in western society, with an emphasis on the UK. Professor Helen Thomas, in the
introduction to Dance Modernity and Culture, asserts that ‘as an art form... dance is a
minority concern®®, and goes on to outline the reasons for dance and the moving body
as a marginalised ‘something else’ in culture, separated through Cartesian philosophy
from the rational, higher world of the mind. In particular, Thomas demonstrates how
dance has been comparatively neglected academically in both sociological and
ethnographical fields — although in her later work®, she indicates that this has started

to change.

Sir Ken Robinson has identified that in most education systems in western society we
‘progressively educate people from the knees up™® and that ‘dance is probably bottom
of the list” within an arts hierarchy where the arts are themselves on the lowest tier of
importance. In such a social system, rational explanation and evidence-base are
bound to carry more weight than the anecdotal or intuitive writings of arts critics, and
hence a science based approach to understanding how metakinesis really works is

likely to build a more trusted understanding than what the Ancient Greeks knew.

It is this, along with other implications of the mirror neuron science in the evolutionary
mapping of culture, which Professor Ramachandran has divined as the potential
‘breakthrough’ importance of the discovery — the equivalent of the discovery of DNA.
In Chapter 4, I explore what this might mean and how DNA and genetics have

influenced thinking and popular culture.

Chapter 5 focuses on the key questions of how dancers and dance professionals view
the mirror neuron science, both in terms of their own practice and the relationship

between their art form and wider society. I have sought to get a view on the current
level of awareness of the story of mirror neurons within the dance world and whether
it is, as V J Ramachandran asserts, largely unreported in the non specialist media.

Hypothesising that dance practitioners already recognise metakinesis as a daily reality
of their practice and art, and that the studies by Patrick Haggard and more widely the

discovery of mirror neurons simply provides a scientific explanation for what dancers
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already know, I have explored its perceived and potential relevance with dance
professionals in a number of areas; what the implications on the expressive form
might be for them, what predictions there might there be on its impact creatively on
‘pure dance’ and on wider collaborations between dancers and scientists; and probed

their imagination to elicit an imaginative response with regard to the future.

There are a number of worlds which a study such as this will span: the academic fields
of dance sociology and neuroscience both significantly inform the line of enquiry. A
growing body of collaboration between artists and scientists such as those funded by
The Wellcome Trust , the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation and NESTA across a
spectrum of projects , from those whose primary focus is on ‘supporting artists to
develop their thinking and practice in order to make new work™! to those with a
specific scientific end-point which set out to answer particular questions and for which
dancers (for example) provide good scientific preparation, which I shall detail in
Chapter 2. However, almost all — by intention or otherwise - occupy large areas within
the spectrum, touching mighty questions which supersede the division between arts
and science, such as ‘other ways of thinking intelligently... beyond the cerebral,

|112

rational and logical™“ , and whether aesthetics, expression, consciousness and culture

will one day be more fully understood by discovering more about neural structures.’?

Within any dance writing, and particularly when examining the transmission of
meaning through brain functions which are largely embodied, there lie the intrinsic
potential pitfalls of text-based language and the spoken word. On a practical level,
some dancers are not used to talking about their work in the reflective mode of an
interview, and for some of those I interviewed English is not their first language. In
the academic field, the phenomenological cleft stick presented by embodied
subjectivity has been extensively charted by sociologists and philosophers, and this is
demonstrated in dance studies and referenced by Thomas'. Some of those I
interviewed on the subject of metakinesis have mused, rhetorically, that a written
essay is perhaps not the most appropriate form to fully explore the subject. Whilst
engaging with this question, I also recognise that it is, however, the most trusted
academic form of discourse, and the theme of credibility, proof and evidence is an
important theme in the bringing together of science, the brain and art. Whilst it can

be argued by those within the dance world that that we do not need the science to tell
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us something we already know on a different level, we may need it to help us know
that we know it — and to help the wider world find, and trust, what it knows. I shall

return to the subject of embodied knowledge in future chapters.
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CHAPTER 1:

JOHN MARTIN, THE ANCIENT GREEKS AND
METAKINESIS

John Martin was dance critic of the New York Times between 1927 and 1962, a period
which started almost as Modern American Dance was born. In a career which had
already involved him in music and theatre in Chicago, Martin carved out a unique
relationship with an emerging American art form which represented a complete break
with the past. The year before Martin’s first review appeared, Martha Graham had
made her New York debut, and the following year Doris Humphrey formed her
company. As key figures in the development of American Modern Dance, Graham and
Humphrey featured highly in Martin’s writings and he became instrumental in
promoting their work. This was the background for his distinctive and well-voiced
opinions: his writing reveals an antagonism to the ballet traditions of the 19" Century,
such as they existed in the USA and he was controversially critical of Balanchine — but
also of later developments in Modern Dance which he felt had lost its edge. His views
were underpinned by strongly held beliefs and theories about aesthetics, the
relationship between movement and dance and most characteristically, the emotional
engagement of the spectator through a direct link via movement to the creator’s
emotions. The line to metakinesis starts in his analysis of movement as the substance

of dance, and the rediscovery of this simple principle through Modern Dance:

With this discovery the dance became for the first time an independent art...
completely self contained, related directly to life, subject to infinite variety.
Previously, movement was only incidental. In the classic dance what counted
primarily was poses, attitudes and prescribed combinations of them. The

movement that united them was unimportant®.

However, he recognised that while this central principle was a liberator for Modern

116

Dance, the movement of the body in its environment being ‘the very stuff of life”™ also

served to undermine the appreciation of dance as an art form:

Instead of contributing to the easy understanding of the dance, however, this fact
has actually worked in the opposite direction. The movement of the body is so

habitual, so continuous and so largely automatic that we are in the main quite
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unconscious of its range and potentialities. Familiarity breeds not contempt,

perhaps, but certainly neglect’’

Martin also talks about the body as ‘the mirror of thought’; ‘physical movement is the

normal first effect of mental or emotional experience’®

Whilst Martin’s theories are not grounded in scientific knowledge, they present to the
reader as a combination of intellectual and historical analysis together with a high
degree of intuitive and experience-based observation — although at times his
evangelism for the principles of Graham, Humphrey et al led him to views that were
extreme and rigid — such as the dismissal of sensual satisfaction alone, as a valid
element of art'®. However, as Jack Anderson observes in his introduction to a later

edition of The Dance in Theory:.

He not only developed theories, he stated them clearly. Fortunately they were not
foolish. When examined today they reveal that Martin thoroughly understood what

the early Modern Dancers were up to.?

Anderson recognises that while some of Martin’s views were inflexible, metakinesis

remains a lasting concept.?!

Metakinesis as a theory is most developed (and most often referenced) in Martin’s
book 7he Modern Dance, drawn from the text of four lectures delivered in 1931 and
1932. He introduces the concept of ‘muscular sympathy’ in talking about watched

movements in Modern Dance:

You have no difficulty in following their meaning because you have often done
them yourself, or you can easily picture yourself as doing them. You do not have
to stop and reason about them, deducing that if the hand does thus and so it must
infer that the purpose is such and such. Instantaneously, through a sympathetic
muscular memory you associate the movement with its purpose. Your muscles
remember that when you do a certain series of movements the result is a specific

result.

He goes on to conclude that, ‘movement, then is the link between the dancer’s

intention and your perception of it". The next section of his book introduces the term
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metakinesis as ‘the transference of an aesthetic and emotional concept from the
consciousness of one individual to that of another’ via movement and that ‘it is
extremely important that we see in the dance the relation that exists between physical
movement and mental — or psychical, if you will — intention’. Martin sees metakinesis
as an important discovery in Modern Dance, although known from man’s earliest ways

of dancing, in Greek theatre and, as he also recognises that it is present in ballet:

Without it [metakinesis] audiences would have had no more delight in watching a
ballerina balance herself on one toe in defiance of gravity than they would have
had in watching feathers float on the air. It was their own consciousness of gravity
which held them to the earth that made them applaud the feat of someone else in
defying it.?

But, argues Martin, Modern Dance (of the early to mid 20" Century in the USA)
represents a revolution in making conscious artistic use of metakinesis. Central to this
for Martin was a principle core to early US Modern Dance, the Delsartian mantra of ‘no
movement without a meaning’. For Martin, metakinesis will expose the emptiness of

inauthentic gesture:

Any movement, no matter how removed from normal experience still conveys an
impression which is related to normal experience. There is a kinaesthetic response
in the body of the spectator which to some extent reproduces in him the
experience of the dancer; if the dancer performs some movement without the
motivation of inner compulsion, the spectator will experience no inner

responsiveness. The feeling is likely to be one of emptiness except for the fatigue

of physical exertion'?

Metakinesis theory is developed by Martin over only a few pages within a slim volume, and
in quite inexact terms (ie, not scientific), although it forms an intellectual armature around
which his other theory systems are built. Martin went on to be extensively referenced by
dance writers for more than half a century, across a number of areas, but usually linking
back to his central theory of metakinesis — by writers including Katherine Everett Gilbert
(1941), Roger Copeland (1933), Selma Jean Cohen (1953 and 1982) and Joanne
Kealiinohomoku(1970)*. In 1998, a lecture by Bojana Kunst at a European symposium on

contemporary dance, what was this about John? Made Martin’s work— ‘fighting his own
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heavy battle with disappearing words’ a central motif in her theme of the elusiveness of

capturing the dance event in words. *°

A further example of the range of writing where Martin’s theory of metakinesis continues to
be referenced in the 21* Century, includes an article on the visual art of Eisenstein by
Annette Michelson®; in an introduction to an article by Susan Manning on Modern African
American Dance®’; and Martin is extensively quoted in a Jump Cut article on fight
choreography in martial arts film?®. Here the concept is employed to examine the expressive
power of choreographed modern martial arts movement, especially in the realm of
‘romaticized empowerment’ and the importance of taking a viewer on an emotional, as well

as literal, narrative.

To summarise this section, the central theory of metakinesis applied in dance criticism
by Martin, while undeveloped on a scientific basis, has been of fundamental influence
in a range of writing about dance and other art forms over the past seventy years. It
is as if Martin’s exposition was somehow attuned to the meta-language of those
writing about dance, and worked at the junction of the rational/verbal idea and the
physical/ psychical aesthetic which is the territory of arts journalists and academics.
Reading Martin led me to literature on the developments in neuroscience which
provide a brain basis for his observed principles, and it is this which I now move to in

the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 2:

MIRROR NEURONS: A BRAIN BASIS FOR
METAKINESIS?

As with many important scientific breakthroughs, the discovery of mirror neurons
happened accidentally. A team of scientists led by Giacomo Rizzolatti at the University
of Parma, Italy, who had set up implanted monitors to measure activity in the
movement areas of the brains of monkeys, noticed that when observing a familiar
action carried out by a researcher, the same areas of the monkeys’ brains would be
stimulated as when they were actually carrying out the movement. When the monkey
watched somebody grabbing a peanut, the movement control cortex fired as if the
monkey was grabbing the peanut itself. The neurons were referred to as ‘mirror

neurons’ or, popularly, ‘monkey see, monkey do’ neurons.

Over the fifteen years since, extensive further studies have been undertaken to
understand the implications of mirror neurons in humans. Rizzolatti’s work, and that
of others, went on to identify more complex functions of mirror neurons, including the
understanding of meaning within observed action, the anticipation of intention and the
ability to empathise with the emotions expressed by action — leading them to be
further dubbed ‘mind reading neurons’. Mirror neurons, it is claimed by Vittorio
Gallese and Alvin Goldman , support simulation theories in understanding actions®,
that by internally replicating an observed action, the observer has an experiential
understanding of the meaning, intention and emotion of the person performing it: ‘The
observer understands the action because he knows its outcomes when he does it™.
This phrase from an article by Gallese and Rizzolatti, echoes a previously quoted
phrase from John Martin about a dancer’s movements: “You have no difficulty in
following their meaning because you have often done them yourself, or you can easily
picture yourself as doing them’[my italics]. Gallese and David Freedberg have also
recently published an article which uses mirror neurons as the basis for examining
aesthetic response to visual art — static images which represent movement, either
through what is represented, or in terms of ‘visible traces of the artists creative

gestures such as vigorous modelling in clay or paint, fast brushwork’*
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Mirror neurons have been extensively examined as the basis for understanding a
range of social phenomena, including the evolution of language® , the function of
imitation®® and its role in the evolution of culture®. It is in these extensions of human
behaviour and cognition that scientific opinion has been divergent and it is recognised
that the line from the observed brain functions to emotions, empathy and
understanding is less clearly understood. In particular, simulation theory, a central
tenet of the mirror neuron science, is a hotly debated subject among psychologists.
This challenges the former primacy of narrative cognition in action observation — “oh I
can see what he’s doing, he’s combing his hair, and this is the reason why” which is a
logical, descriptive, language dependent way of knowing. Simulation theory provides
an alternative, embodied method of understanding observed actions — the proposition
is that my own experience enables me to ‘dry run’ the actions of others in the
movement cortex of my own brain, and hence understand them through ‘simulation
empathy’. The question of how exactly the emotional, empathetic centres of the brain
are engaged through mirror neurons (which evidence suggests are ‘cold’ systems, ie
not emotionally responsive) and whether understanding follows from brain simulation
or the other way around has been raised and discussed within the scientific

community.>

I shall return to the question of the relation between mirror neurons and emotional
response, as it is central in creating the strong through line from Martin’s theory of
metakinesis in dance. However, a more recent study in London brings dance and
dancers fully into the field of mirror neuron science and the brain functions of watched
and performed movement. This set out to answer the question of whether motor
expertise (the ability to carry out certain technically specialist movements) and motor
repertoire (specific, established movement patterns somebody performs with
competence) influences the visual system when the observer watches that movement.
In short, if you are familiar, through repetition and practice, with a certain kind of
movement, does your brain process the watching of it differently to watching action

with which you are unfamiliar?

The study, by a team of neuroscientists at the Institute for Cognitive Neuroscience, set
out to get a clearer picture whether the mirror neuron system in humans was simply
recognising action or re-enacting it in the motor systems of the brain. There had been

no previous study to show whether the activity in the mirror system areas (pre-motor
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and parietal) when observing action was really a motor response. Locating brain
activation which was present only when subjects had the ability to do what they saw
would provide a strong indicator of a motor simulation component to action

observation — and throw further light on simulation theory.

Led by Professor Patrick Haggard, the study>® used as its subjects two groups of
dancers, with technical expertise in two different styles: ten dancers from the Royal
Ballet and nine Brazilian Capoeira dancers. There was a third control group of ‘naive’
subjects, ie non expert in either technique. Subjects were shown on screen short
movement sequences from the ballet and capoeira technique, whilst monitored by a
brain scanner. The factor of ‘expertise’ was predicted to have effect in areas of the
brain previously identified within the mirror system, the premotor cortex, parietal
cortex, superior parietal lobe and superior temporal sulcus. In the parietal cortex, the
inter-parietal sulcus, is located between the motor and visual systems, so would be
active in integrating movement and vision. The premotor cortex is responsible for
complex motion planning, where representations or simulations of dance steps would
be located. In both areas, significantly higher activations were measured in observers
watching steps from their own techniques — ballet dancers watching ballet and
capoeira dancers watching capoeira. Naive subjects measured lower activity watching
both techniques, and there was no difference in their response between the two forms.
Hence, the conclusions were that ‘expertise’ in a particular movement — neural
pathways strongly established for doing the movement — resulted in higher brain
activity in the motor systems of the brain and arguably the strongest evidence to date

on the existence of motor mirror system in humans.

Measurements were also taken outside the action observation system, in the frontopolar
gyrus (processing emotional engagement and action understanding), the middle and posterior
cingulated gyrus (episodic memory and familiarity) and the right parahippocampal gyrus
(visuospatial memory). Activity was recorded in these areas; however, they are significantly
less conclusive than the results within the action observation system, indicating that while the
emotional engagement system appears to be influenced by motor repertoire, the process by
which this happens is as yet not precisely located. There are relevant studies such as that led
by Bruno Wicker, together with Gallese and Rizzolatti, where brain activity was measured

when smelling unpleasant smells and observing others do so, which found that:
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The same participants observed video clips showing the emotional facial expression
of disgust. Observing such faces and feeling disgust activated the same sites in the
anterior insula and to a lesser extent in the anterior cingulate cortex. Thus, as
observing hand actions activates the observer's motor representation of that action,
observing an emotion activates the neural representation of that emotion. This

finding provides a unifying mechanism for understanding the behaviours of others
37

This last claim would seem to be over-stated. While there are areas which are commonly
activated when observing displayed emotions (eg through facial expression) and experiencing
those emotions, which might support an emotional simulation theory, they are located in
different brain areas to the mirror system for action observation. Therefore, it could be
summarised in lay terms that whilst the scientists know there is something linked happening

in the emotional system, the precise understanding of this is incomplete.

The study by Haggard at the ICN was picked up by the media across the world, not least
because of the visual appeal of scientists working with dancers. The Australian Broadcasting
Corporation ran a story as part of its radio programme ‘All in the Mind’, which combined
interviews with Haggard, Shona Erskine, a leading contemporary dance artist and Kate
Stevens, co-author of ‘Thinking in Four Dimensions: Creativity and Cognition in Contemporary
Dance’. In this programme®®, the presenter Natasha Mitchell referred to an article by V S
Ramachandran in which he claimed that mirror neurons would do for psychology what DNA
did for biology and could throw light on the evolution of culture. Nova Science Now ran a
feature and audio interview with Haggard'’s colleague, Dr Daniel Glaser, as an update to an

earlier feature they had run on mirror neurons, in which he said:

You might think of vision as being a bit of a passive process, as If your eye is open
to the world and the photons come off the world and into your eye and fall onto
your retina as If it were some glorified camera. But what we're discovering more
and more, and in truth the Greeks and the Renaissance scholars also had an
understanding of this, is that vision is an active process. Seeing is a process of
projecting what you expect out into the world and constantly matching your
experience, your prejudice, your expectation with what's out there. For me the
mirror neurons are a particular system which embodies this principle, and for me

it's a very fruitful area. >



Seeing is Doing (and Believing?) T Gordziejko/ 19.

What interests me in this description is that Glaser is explicit about what the observer
brings to the process — not simply in terms of their own motor expertise, but also the
cultural and experiential context which makes each action observation unique to the

watcher.

Haggard’s team ran a second study which attracted less PR, but which they believe to
be a better designed study. The original experiment had a potential confound in the
area of visual familiarity. Ballet dancers probably rarely, if ever watch Capoeira, and
Capoeira dancers tend not to watch ballet. So the question of whether the extent of
their previous visual familiarity had contributed to the clear differences in brain activity
when observing different techniques, was one the team at the ICN wanted to address.
This time they ran a study only with ballet dancers, but with male and female dancers
(the first study had been male dancers only in both groups). Some ballet movements
are performed only by one gender, but male and female dancers train together so will
have visual familiarity with each others’ ‘gender specific’ movements. The difference
lies in performed motor repertoire — additional motor representations only for those
movements specific to their own gender. The test strengthened the findings of the
first study, confirming that ‘mirror circuits have a purely motor response over and
above visual representations of action. We understand actions not only by visual

recognition, but also motorically™®

Haggard recognises, with a degree of concern (as a dance enthusiast himself), that
these findings extrapolated in a coldly scientific sense into the experience of a dance
audience could be damaging to the case for the widening appeal of dance. One
interpretation of expert dancers getting a heightened mirror neuron activity which is
not evident in the non-dancer, could be seen to support an elitism in dance
attendance. The experience of attending dance performances was an area I covered
in some depth when interviewing dancers, and whilst most dancers recognised at
times a powerful metakinetic response while watching dance (‘twitching’), their
responses indicated a complexity which goes beyond the obvious (and arguably
‘Neuro-reductive”) conclusions which could be drawn from the science tests alone,
about how dancers, compared to the rest of us, respond to dance as an art form.
Haggard and his team are not claiming that quantitative motor activity equates with

qualitative understanding or experience.
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To summarise this section, mirror neurons form a firm brain basis for metakinesis as
described by John Martin, and the implications of this within performed movement in
humans (dance) has started to be explored. Whilst the existence of the mirror system
in humans is well documented on a motor level, the connection to emotions, meanings,
intentions and memory are more complex and less easily mapped in terms of pure
brain function — although they are definitely there. Interestingly, when scientists
describe how they believe mirror neurons function across more complex human inter-
actions, their descriptions are resonant of some of Martin’s own descriptions, which

are concerned with primarily philosophical and aesthetic lines of enquiry. It may be
that science and art are truly converging to communicate something which is known at

a more subliminal human level.

Over the past fifteen years, media interest has started to build in the area of mirror
neurons and the relationship of this area of neuroscience to dance. Whilst still largely
confined to scientific or educational media, the role of broadcast media in explaining
the concept to a lay audience has been significant (although not in the UK) if not yet
impactful. The espousing of mirror neurons as a potentially transformative
breakthrough in human understanding may be considered important in raising
awareness, and the potential implications of such a transformation on dance as an art

form in western society is what I shall explore next.
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CHAPTER 3:
DANCE IN WESTERN SOCIETY: WHERE IS IT NOW?

To discuss any potential shift in the relationship between society and the moving body,
a good point to start is the current position and trends which are already being
perceived. I am doing this from a number of perspectives including a review of
academic literature; from evidence showing trends in dance attendance and
participation; and from the lived experiences of dance professionals. I am
concentrating on the UK, although increasing globalisation (and the international
nature of the dance world) means that experiences from other parts of Europe, North
and South America and the English speaking world are significant and are therefore

drawn on where relevant.

My starting point however is from my personal experience of projects where I have
been the connecting point between the worlds of dance and corporate business - in
particular, a recent corporate project with a leading global accountancy firm (2004).
As part of their leadership programme for young, high potential employees, twenty
accountants and directors took part in a two day programme with Northern Ballet
Theatre aimed at stimulating creativity. At the beginning of the programme, when
they had gone to watch a rehearsal, most had never seen a ballet before, they were
almost all surprised that in ballet there were no words, and one has said she expected

there to be songs !

The response in this group to watching dancers in class and rehearsal was an intense
excitement at the physicality of the dancers performing in an environment, which they
had never experienced before. This was combined with amazement in finding out just
what a dancer’s ongoing regime involved, and in learning about the complexity of
getting a ballet onto the stage. I observed a transformation of the participants
physically over the two days — by the end of the programme they had moved from
chairs and tables to the floor, from a primarily verbal/ rational approach to their
assignments to an intuitive/ demonstrative way of communicating with colleagues, and
in most cases, their presentational style had changed from stiff and formal to

physically expressive and passionate.
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This is one example of several I have witnessed involving groups of people from
mainstream business life, all of whom I would guess had been educated to degree
level or beyond, for whom the world of performed dance was another country — but

for whom a first experience was transformative.

However, dancing, as a social or participatory activity, is a common experience for
many people in western society. The growing popularity of forms such as salsa,
ballroom, line dancing and even pole dancing indicate that where people in the UK
have responded to the promotion of physical activity to combat obesity, they are as
likely to do so via dancing as a sports activity. According to the Central Council for

Physical Recreation, dance is a popular activity for 10% of the UK population®.

In the last chapter of The Body, Dance and Cultural Theory, Helen Thomas charts,
through reference to a number of studies, the rise of Rave and Club culture in Britain,
from the advent of the discotheque in the 1960's to the late 1990’s and early 21
Century. In 1996, 43% of 15-24 years olds attended a club at least once a month*.

However, in the introduction to her earlier work, Dance, Modernity and Culture,
Thomas explores the comparative neglect of dance in sociology and anthropology,
where, study has tended to focus on the relation with so-called ‘primitive’ culture, and

she observes that much of the study of urban dance culture reflects similar values:

It is interesting to note that where a concern with dance has occurred, it has
largely emerged from the focus on working class subcultures and youth. While
dancing is marginalised in the dominant cultural tradition, it is a central interest to
these structurally marginal groups whose ideas and practices are generally seen as
(morally) suspect (sex, drugs and rock'n’ roll)... in relation to dance, subculture is
to dominant culture as primitive is to modern culture: a dangerous, exotic, non-
rational, marginal ‘other’.**

Thomas makes important points about the way that sociology approaches the study of
social dance and how it has failed to place it centre stage as a lived experience. In
studies of urban youth culture, popular dance styles are defined in relation to music,
which has a primacy in the description of influences and drivers in fashion and
culture™. The ‘social centrality’® of the embodied experience of dancing in the lives of

clubbers has for the main body of work in the field been ‘glossed over’.
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From the statistics quoted earlier, it can be extrapolated that many of the 15 — 24 year
olds of 1996, are now, as 25 - 34 year olds, in a more mainstream demographic —
some of them may indeed be the high flying accountants who find dance as a
performed art form so alien. This, together with the growth of clubs and festival tents
dedicated to proliferating styles of dance music (trance, house, garage, electronica,
hip-hop, ska, reggae, soul etc) social behaviour may be ahead of academia in relation
to dance, but perceptions of rave and club culture as socially disruptive still pervade

the media.

If social dance culture has its place primarily as a study of the exotic or subversive,
dance as an art form is further marginalized, according to Thomas. She sets this
assertion within an analysis of how western culture perceives the body and dance in
western culture. The roots of this lie in Descartes defining principle ‘I think therefore I
am’, which has driven philosophical, scientific and social thought since the seventeenth
century. The principle of the mind as entirely distinct from (and superior to) the body
led to the primacy of rational thought as the defining characteristic of the human
species, over and above all other aspects of cognition. Linked to this is speech and
verbal or written language having higher currency over physical communication, and

objectivity over subjectivity — both values which hold strong today.

The mind-body dualism emanating from Cartesian philosophy and its role in
marginalising dance as an art form has been written about extensively elsewhere. Its
direct lines into the industrial revolution, the development of modern industrial society
and the social concerns which have defined sociological study, describe a society
which has continually moved in a direction which is away from the life and language of

embodiment.

This has been especially profound in almost all our education systems. Professor Sir
Ken Robinson has written and spoken of the way we tend to organise education in

western society:

Why isn't dance as important in schools as mathematics, because it should be? You
know, we all have bodies, dont we...truthfully, what happens in education is that
we progressively educate people from the knees upwards. And in due course we
concentrate on their head... don't we, and slightly to one side. The consequence is
that highly educated people in our western systems for the most part... you will

find that they are disembodied, they live in their heads and slightly to one side.
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They look upon their body as a form of transport for their head. You know, it’s a
way of getting your head to meetings isn't it? Which hopefully the internet will
eventually relieve us of entirely. You know, I mean, why are we all in such a
desperately poor physical state? Why are we so out of tune with our own
physicality? Why is that? We weren't to start with. We are now.*

This is echoed by three separate accounts from dancers I interviewed, who had
moved from an academic education to professional dance at the level of Higher
Education. Interestingly, all having come to dance later in life were able to speak in
evaluative terms about the — for them — unnatural divergence between academic and

physical learning:
Participant L:

I've been at school for the majority of my life and I've been doing very science
based subjects where the learning is so didactic... I remember just memorising
lists of things ... I can remember all the words to Henry’s Cat, the theme song,
from when I was a child, because it was a song and I remember the visuals I

did the same with medicine. My notes would be so incredibly colourful.
Participant M.

I was academically strong but felt distanced from my experience of myself - I
mean, these are very simplistic terms and academically you could pull them all
apart — but at the time my brain felt so developed that it was very separate

from who I was. Academia cultivated that.

It is worth noting that, when talking about a distinguished academic career at Oxford
prior to becoming a dancer, the subject feels the need to qualify what he is saying
with academic disclaimers — although the same interviewee uses many similar

embodied descriptions elsewhere without the need to qualify.
Participant F:

I think I was very much curious of exploring that other part because ... I've got
a good intellectual brain, I'd survived ... for 12 years of schooling, if through
having didactic lessons and doing very well in exams. And I could have gone
to be a vet or I could have gone on to do some serious medical training or

whatever, architecture or ... all these things were open but actually I was much
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more interested in exploring a completely different side of what it means to be
alive and I think that’s why I really fell in love with contemporary dance. I was

very fascinated by doing it as well as watching it.

Each interviewee had a successful academic career which opened up viable options
which for many people would present great opportunities. Each chose to change track
radically and become a dancer — it was either/or for them, they perceived no way of
combining that other, physical part of them with the academic/ professional education.

It is however, nowadays, perhaps in education that there are most hopeful signs of
change. In my interviews I talked to five people working directly in dance education
and they all reported a growth of interest from teachers and schools in their work.
"The schools are up for it, we have more demand for work than we can provide”

(Participant A) was what one executive director of a dance company reported.

In all three earlier accounts from dancers, the experiences of becoming dance artists
later in development seem to have given them greater insight into their own learning
and development — as if the addition of another type of learning has thrown it into
three dimensional relief. The world of education it would appear is starting to become
aware of the potential for dance and movement as a catalyst for broadening
approaches to learning across subjects, which was described by several dance

education professionals:
Participant F:

They have in year 7 ... an hour a week learning about learning and ... those
kids are becoming really aware of what kind of learners they, are they

kinaesthetic learners, are they visual learners, are they audio learners ..?

Individuals from dance companies and the independent dancers I interviewed spoke in
an upbeat fashion about the trends in education. They seemed optimistic, felt their

work was valued in schools and could perceive growth for the future:
Participant I:

More and more schools in my experience are waking up to ... you've got all the
kinaesthetic learning stuff... but also this, the kind of waking up areas of the

brain so theyre now doing wake up and shake up in some schools, you know,
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10 minutes of the day. And you've got ... not just learning that but the knock
ons of being active in that area of the brain

Perhaps their optimism reflects that the recommendations from the Standing

Committee on Culture Media and Sport in 2004 are starting to bear fruit:

First access to dance, for many children, and particularly for those who cannot
afford private lessons, takes place within the school environment. It is
therefore essential that children’s dance experiences in school are of a high
quality, to ensure that they retain an interest in dance and continue to pursue
dance when they leave school. Whilst dance is not a gender-specific art form,
it does attract a significant number of young women who might not otherwise
be engaged in physical activity (over 7000 young women took GCSE dance in
2002). There is also a great deal of positive work being done to engage young
men in dance, its innate creativity offering a means of expression quite unique
to other sport forms. We recognise the value of the work already being carried
out by subsidised professional dance companies and artists in providing quality
experiences for young people together with training and resources for teachers,
and we will continue to promote high quality dance experiences in school

through a variety of schemes.?

Dance as a performed art form however is showing less optimism. A guide for
Canadian dance companies wanting to promote in the UK opens with the following

description of the status of dance in the UK:

“It should be remembered that England, a Protestant Anglo-Saxon society
uncomfortable with passion, physicality, sexual frankness, confrontation and
the body as opposed to the word, is traditionally far richer in language,
literature, drama, poetry, applied design, thought and science than it is in
painting, music and dance.” This assertion, from one of the several promoters
interviewed for this guide, sums up well the Cinderella status of dance in the
UK... not only is there very little interest in dance created within the UK, there
is— apart from a few exceptions — little appetite (and funding) for dance from
abroad.*®

This is surely an overly pessimistic picture of dance in the UK — although the

perception from overseas is on one level an important barometer. In fact, there was a
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significant increase in Arts Council funding for dance between 2001 and 2003* and
dance audiences in the UK grew by 13.7% between 1998 and 2004 — about 11%
above the rate of growth of the UK population.® However, these figures still
represent only about 4.4% of the UK population attending contemporary dance® and
7.4% attending ballet.*

Dance as an art form is slowly growing — although it still suffers from perceptions of
class elitism (especially ballet) and intellectual challenge and esotericism (much
contemporary dance). The major companies are working hard to offset that

perception, as described by the Director of Education at a ballet company:

Participant G:

I think a lot of people will still think, oh its white middle class and its elitist...
But ... it's our department’s job to go out and break that pre-conceived idea
and make sure that people do know that it’s for everybody. I think the split
between ballet and contemporary ... in one way it’s linked because you've got
that sort of inbetweeny type of dance and street dance and culture and pop
music... There’s dance, dance, dance talked about, but it's when you drop the

word ballet in and everybody goes 'wohhhh ok?’

In ballet, it seems, those working at the coalface of access accept that their art form is
considered elitist — and yet more people attend ballet than other forms of performed
dance. This view holds across other interviewees, including a Director of Learning and
Access who was not from the UK — although in her case, she considers ballet to be the

most immediate association with dance:

Participant F:

I think it’s different in different countries in Europe. I think in this country ...
it’s very much a class issue as well as a cultural issue. I think ... for example,
in Yorkshire, most people view dance as something that is done by gay people,
that'’s prissy, that is ... you know ... most people understand dance to be
ballet ... and don't think it is something for them, but then on the other hand
there is a huge proportion, like a quarter of the population, actually takes part
in dance themselves, albeit in salsa lessons or in saroque lessons or aerobic
salsa classes at their gym, and of course children participate in a lot of dance...
So I think the perception of dance is that it’s for a small group of people, that

it’s an elite and I think most people won't go and see it.
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The figure quoted for participation in dance activities as 25% is in fact closer to 10%
of the UK population® - suggesting that some of the optimism noted earlier may be
based on slightly exaggerated perceptions from within the profession and a general

lack of data in the public domain to which I refer later.

The Royal Ballet, as the largest and most heavily funded company in the UK, is also
working to diversify and expand the appeal of ballet. One interviewee with working
connections both at the Opera House and the Royal Ballet School described the range

of thinking and initiatives aimed at reaching wider audiences:

Participant N:

I think theyre having to not be so insular in their thinking or not just think
about what goes on the stage ... I think with the number of ... ways theyre
challenging themselves to reach people in different ways through different
mediums ... rolling out the big screens, the live broadcasts to a bigger and
bigger audience, reaching people in different ways actually I think is becoming

more holistic.

Of the three accounts above, the last participant is the only one to speak from a
London perspective. Another interviewee had already identified that London is a
‘country of its own’ in terms of the arts, and it needs to be borne in mind that venues
dedicated to dance (Sadlers Wells, The Place, Bonnie Bird Theatre) only exist in the

capital.

Descriptions by dancers now advanced in their careers or retired, of the Royal Ballet

School system twenty or more years ago, described a ".. machine, you're being
groomed and produced... school shows were so drilled... so produced” (Participant I).
In many ways, the closed nature of the dance world has been a part of a vicious circle:
dancers and dance students — especially boys - are seen as alien, hence they close
ranks and retreat into their own cir