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Synchronous Objects for One Flat Thing, reproduced 

 The intention of this paper is to analyze Synchronous Objects for One Flat Thing, 

reproduced for the presence of embodiment implicit throughout its interactive web-based 

platform and the processes by which it was generated, considering the project from its 

source material through to the final presentation and viewing of the project. The initial 

impetus for this analysis was two-fold. In my observation, there has been a prevalent 

discomfort, in varying degrees, within the dance community surrounding this web-based 

interactive project. It is my supposition that this discomfort arises predominantly from a 

perception that the foundation of this project was the extraction of knowledge 

(choreographic structures) that we as dancers experience as our cognizant moving bodies, 

and the translation of that previously corporeal knowledge into quantifiable data and 

alternative re-presentations of that knowledge in visual forms other than the “live” dancing 

body. I perceive that dancers feel that something of themselves and their experience of 

dance and choreography is lost or set aside in the appropriation of information that 

previously resided within a purely embodied way of knowing for the purpose of repurposing 

that knowledge as data for the generation of non-dance demonstrations of that information. 

On more than one occasion when I have observed dancers engaging with Synchronous 

Objects, the question arises, “Where is the body in this?” It is a question that seems fraught 

with anxiety surrounding the presence and absence of embodiment, a concern that what is 



Morris 2 

being demonstrated in Synchronous Objects has been removed from the dancer’s embodied 

ways of knowing. I would like to assert that embodied presence is implicit throughout this 

project, in its source material, in its methodologies, in that which it has produced, and, 

perhaps most significantly, in its presentation and viewing. 

 The secondary impetus for this analysis was a concern that there be some sort of 

critical academic dialogue surrounding this project. To date, very little has been written about 

this project, and to my knowledge no critical analysis of it has been published. I find 

Synchronous Objects to be a profoundly significant site for the dissemination of 

choreographic knowledge, and for offering viewers multiple points of entry into a way of 

knowing and organizing knowledge that may or may not be familiar to them. As such, it is 

my interest to instigate or contribute to a critical dialogue surrounding the nature of this 

project. 

 I will keep my introduction of the project itself limited. For a full orientation to the 

site itself, visit http://synchronousobjects.osu.edu and make your way through the 

“Introduction” portion of the site. In summary, Synchronous Objects introduces itself as 

follows: 

From dance to data to objects, Synchronous Objects reveals the interlocking 

systems of organization in the choreography of William Forsythe’s One Flat 

Thing, reproduced (2000). Those systems were quantified through the collection 

of data and transformed into a series of objects—synchronous objects—that 

work in harmony to explore those choreographic structures, reveal their 

patterns, and reimagine what else they might look like. Our goal in creating 

these objects is to engage a broad public, explore cross-disciplinary research, 
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and spur creative discovery for specialists and non-specialists alike. 

(Synchronous Objects) 

The object of study for this project, Forsythe’s One Flat Thing, reproduced, was premiered on 

stage in 2000 at the Brockenheimer Depot in Frankfurt, Germany. The primary source 

material for the analyses of this dance made by the Synchronous Objects team was a video 

documentation of the piece videoed in 2005, also at the Brockenheimer Depot in Frankfurt, 

Germany. The constitution of the data set for the project involved the production of two 

sets of data: spatial data taken from analysis of the source video, and attribute data obtained 

through interviews with dancers from the piece and Forsythe, the choreographer himself. 

For further expounding on the complexity of this data collection and way in which it was 

categorized and quantified, please refer again to the site itself. 

 As I began my analysis of the project, it became clear that a definition of 

“embodiment” was ambiguous at best. As Mark Johnson writes, “Embodiment theory is 

now well supported by research in the cognitive sciences, yet there remains considerable 

debate as to what exactly the term embodiment might mean (Rohera 2001a, forthcoming). Is 

the ‘body’ merely a physical, causally determined entity? Is it a set of organic processes? Is it 

a felt experience of sensations and movement? Or is it a socially constructed artifact?” 

(Johnson 119). Judith Butler echoes this question when she writes, “I began writing this 

book [Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”] by trying to consider the materiality 

of the body only to find that the thought of materiality invariably moved me into other 

domains. I tried to discipline myself to stay on the subject, but found that could not fix 

bodies as simple objects of thought. Not only did bodies tend to indicate a world beyond 

themselves, but this movement beyond their own boundaries, a movement of boundary 

itself, appeared to be quite central to what bodies ‘are.’ I kept losing track of the subject” 
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(Butler ix). As I began to examine Synchronous Objects, similar questions arose for me. 

What was to constitute the presence of embodiment? Was I looking to discover the absence 

of biological morphology in the web-based project? That conclusion seemed too obvious. 

Clearly there is an absence of the physical dancing body in this project, and even imagistic 

representations of the body are scarce. Was I interested in tracing the presence of the social 

inscriptions of the body in this project? This seemed elusive at best. Individual identity, 

social inscription, and the regulatory norms placed upon the body by society are not the 

concerns of Synchronous Objects, and while it would certainly be fascinating to attempt 

extract the implications for this conception of “embodiment” that might be present in the 

site, this was not the sphere of inquiry in which I sensed the presence of embodiment in this 

project. What struck me as an “embodied presence” within Synchronous Objects had 

something to do with ways of knowing, the knowledge of the bodies in which the data 

(choreographic structures) originated, the ways in which the data became recognized and 

understood by the team of researchers responsible for creating Synchronous Objects, and 

the ways in which the viewer discovers the web presentation of the project meaningful 

within his or her own embodied experience. I looked primarily to the writings of 

philosopher Mark Johnson and cognitive scientist George Lakoff, along with philosopher 

Alva Noë, for the theoretical foundation to support such a reading of this project. The basis 

of much of Johnson and Lakoff’s writing is the assertion that, “The mind is inherently 

embodied” (Lakoff 3). Johnson focuses this assertion in The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of 

Human Understanding: “The central thesis of this book is that what we call ‘mind’ and what we 

call ‘body’ are not two things, but rather aspects of one organic process, so that all our 

meaning, thought, and language emerge from the aesthetic dimensions of this embodied 

activity” (Johnson 1). To be clear, it is my intention for this analysis to examine the 
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“presence of embodiment” as it relates to ways of knowing and understanding that emerge 

from the body. 

 To begin, it is essential to recognize that the origins of this project are grounded in 

the moving body itself. The project began with One Flat Thing, reproduced (OFTr), “an 

ensemble dance that examines and reconfigures classical choreographic principles of 

counterpoint. In OFTr counterpoint is defined as ‘a field of action in which the intermittent 

and irregular coincidence of attributes between organizational elements produces an ordered 

interplay’” (Forsythe, “The Dance”). It is also relevant to recognize that although the basis 

of this project was an examination of dancing bodies, rarely was it concerned with the 

individual movements of individual dancers. Instead, the primary interests of Synchronous 

Objects were with choreographic structure and spatial organization as sites of data, 

specifically the repetition and organization of movement phrase material (called “themes”); 

the cueing system that drove the overall timing and progression of the piece; alignments, 

which are “short instances of synchronization between dancers in which their actions share 

some, but not necessarily all, attributes” (Forsythe, “The Dance”); and spatial organization 

of dancers in space. While each of these points of interest within the dance were observed 

and corroborated through external methods of observation and analysis, that which was 

being examined was not immaterial conceptual structures that existed somehow apart from 

the body. On the contrary, each of these choreographic structures was understood through 

its abstraction from the bodily enactment of these principles in the dance itself.  

Forsythe has written explicitly on the subject of his concept of the “choreographic 

object” as a potential expression for choreographic thought. According to his essay 

“Choreographic Objects,”:  
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Choreography and dancing are two distinct and very different practices . . . 

Choreography is the term that presides over a class of ideas: an idea is 

perhaps in this case a thought or suggestion as to a possible course of action . 

. . [A choreographic object] is a model of potential transition from one state 

to another in any space imaginable . . . A choreographic object is not a 

substitute for the body, but rather an alternative site for the understanding of 

potential instigation and organization of action to reside . . . . One could 

easily assume that the substance of choreographic thought resided exclusively 

in the body. But is it possible for choreography to generate autonomous 

expressions of its principles, a choreographic object, without the body? What 

else, besides the body, could physical thinking look like? (Forsythe, 

“Choreographic Objects”) 

Dance itself, then, is only one potential expression of what Forsythe has termed 

“choreographic thought.” He asserts that the ideas of the choreography exist separate, or 

able to be separate, from the body or bodies that enact them. This inquiry to discover how 

choreographic thought might take on additional or alternative forms of re-presentation other 

than that of dancing bodies served as a fundamental guiding inquiry for the Synchronous 

Objects project. However, I would like to emphasize that this choreographic thought did not 

originate apart from the body and embodied ways of understanding. In my perception of the 

project, the dance OFTr cannot be considered as simply one of many “objects” 

demonstrating the choreographic thought that shaped it; instead, the dance itself must be 

maintained as the generative source of that thought, a demonstration of “physical thinking” 

that was abstracted in order to constitute conceptual principles to serve as the data for 

generating subsequent re-presentations of those concepts. Scott deLahunta has addressed 
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this concept of “physical thinking” as native to the dance artist’s experience of his or her 

work: 

. . . to the choreographer-dancer, the notion of ‘physical thinking’ is self-

evident, and equally axiomatic are ‘choreographic thought’ and ‘kinaesthetic 

intelligence’. In the experience of making and doing dance, there is no 

inherent contradiction in claiming that the body knows and that thought or 

ideation manifests through movement. There is generally no need to explain 

this shared terminology to other dance practitioners, but to non-dance and 

non-arts disciplines, it can provoke confusion. It is at this meeting point with 

another discipline where the concept of ‘physical thinking’, explored for its 

contradictions and asymmetries, can bring important questions and 

approaches to bear on the creation of the choreographic resource. 

(deLahunta 57-58) 

In Synchronous Object, OFTr was looked to as the “choreographic resource” for offering 

demonstrations of ways of thinking that were then reconsidered through the lenses of 

adjacent fields of inquiry for the production of the “synchronous objects.” My interest is in 

suggesting that this “physical thinking,” “kinesthetic intelligence,” or “embodied cognition” 

in not only present in the source material of the dance itself, but extends throughout the 

various stages of this project, implicit in the ways in which the data was understood and 

reimagined. While, as Forsythe suggests, choreographic thought may indeed be separated 

from the body, I am interested in the possibility that any re-presentation of such thought 

that was generated and demonstrated by the body may imply embodiment due to its 

dependence on the body for its legibility.  
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 It also seems significant to acknowledge that although the foundation of the data for 

Synchronous Objects was initially generated and demonstrated by moving bodies, the 

choreographic structures to which the project specifically gave its attention, outlined above, 

were not produced by or retained within any single body, but instead emerged exponentially 

from the community of moving bodies and the choreographic thought that each member 

constituted. Yet, however obvious it may seem, although these structures are not 

demonstrated in any single moving body, they depend on a sensorimotor foundation for 

their perception and articulation. Alva Noë suggests in his book Action in Perception that, 

“Perceptual experience acquires content thanks to our possession of bodily skills. What we 

perceive is determined by what we do (or what we know how to do) . . . To be a perceiver is to 

understand, implicitly, the effects of movement on sensory stimulation” (Noë 1). I believe 

this aspect of perceptual dependence on a sensorimotor foundation is indicative of a way of 

knowing that is situated within bodily experience, and one that recurs throughout the project 

of Synchronous Objects. The enactment of each of the structures that were recognized and 

catalogued from within the dance of OFTr depended on the perceptive abilities of the 

dancers participating in their enactment: the concept of “alignments” depends on the 

perception and recognition of synchronization of movement attributes between multiple 

bodies and actions; the very concept of cueing depends on a community of physical 

attention and the recognition of certain actions as significant for the initiation of further 

actions; the repetition and reorganization of movement themes throughout the piece 

depends on the initial perception of each phrase as enacted through the body in which it 

originated (whether that be within the dancer’s own body, the body of another dancer, or the 

body of the choreographer)—in order for movement themes to be established, the 

qualitative and quantitative attributes of their actions must be perceived, codified, and 
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repeatable, a process that depends necessarily on the embodied nature of perception 

described by Noë. If we are to accept Noë’s assertion, then despite the dependence on 

multiple individuals for the establishment of the choreographic structures in OFTr, the 

effectiveness of this establishment depends implicitly on perceptive action, and thus 

embodiment, of those multiple individuals. 

 Moving beyond the dance itself, I wish to turn my attention briefly to the primary 

artifact that was utilized in the analysis and illustration of the various choreographic 

structures of OFTr: the 2005 video of the dance. From the start, it seems simple enough to 

recognize that the representation or documentation of an event is not the event itself. The 

video of the dance is not the dance; in its video documentation there exists an absence of the 

physical body. Yet a question arises concerning the degree to which the image of the dancing 

body may represent some aspect of its embodiment, some trace of that movement event that 

occurred. Henry Sayre references Susan Sontag’s discussion of photography in his book The 

Object of Performance: the American avant-garde since 1970: “But what Sontag means to suggest, I 

think, is that the past decade’s interest in photography can be traced to its double stance—its 

ability to be read in terms of both presence and absence. We experience photography as 

presence itself—as a formalist art object—and as a presence signifying absence of some a 

priori experience” (Sayre 1). Similarly, the video of the dance signifies both presence of the 

representation of the moving body and the absence of the a priori event that it documents. 

While acknowledging that the imagistic representation of dancing bodies in the video of 

OFTr in more constitutive of the former presence, the current absence, of embodiment than 

it is indicative of a presence of embodiment, I am interested in what aspects of embodiment 

might be accessible in such a representation. Similar to the way in which the form and action 

of the bodies are legible through their video documentation, it seems fathomable that their 
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demonstrations of physical thinking, recognized as the various choreographic structures to 

which the analysts of Synchronous Objects gave their attention, are at least partially legible 

within this video documentation. In as much as this video served as a resource for the 

recognition of these patterns of physical thought, it might be said that the video itself offers 

a trace not only of the former presence of the dancing bodies but of the physical thinking 

which the dance itself enacts. 

 The next stage in which I am considering this project is the processes of analysis by 

which the fundamental data sets for the project were constructed. Norah Zuniga Shaw, one 

of the primary creators of this project, has discussed this data as “handmade” (TEDxTalks), 

in that it was not generated by computers or programs but by individual researchers and 

contributors to this research. The two primary data sets derived from this dance are 

categorized as “attribute data,” which was collected and constructed from analysis of the 

video alongside accounts by dancers from the piece as well as Forsythe himself, and “spatial 

data,” which was derived from the video source by animators tracing dancers’ movements 

and generating three-dimensional coordinates for the dancers’ movements in space. Not 

only does the generation of such data imply the embodied activities of the researchers 

involved, but I would also like to posit that the fundamental basis for the recognition of 

these data sources depended on embodied perception. Similar to the embodied basis of the 

enactment of the choreographic structures of OFTr, it seems plausible that the perception 

and recognition of the relevance of those structures depended on a sensorimotor 

understanding of concepts such as alignments of timing, spatial pathways, and qualities of 

movement, cueing as a system of cause and effect, and three-dimensional coordinates in 

space, within the individuals responsible for generating the data for Synchronous Objects. 

This could potentially constitute the continuation of the presence of embodiment in the 
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project based on the continual dependence on embodied understanding for the legibility of 

its data. 

 From the data sets that were constructed emerged the “synchronous objects,” a body 

of visual re-presentations of various understandings of the data that emerged from OFTr. 

Maria Palazzi, another of the primary creators of Synchronous Objects writes: 

Looking at One Flat Thing, reproduced for the first time raised numerous 

questions for our project team, especially for those of us coming to 

contemporary dance for the first time. “What should we understand when 

we look at it?” we asked. “Is this just chaos or is it improvised?” As Bill 

explained his methodology for designing its choreography to us, we felt an 

instant connection to his organizational principles, his use of spatial 

geometry, and his creation of visual complexity because they were deeply 

related to organizational systems used in our disciplines (which, outside of 

dance, include animation, graphic design, music, statistics, and geography, 

just to name a few). We could engage with One Flat Thing, reproduced as a 

contrapuntal composition of complex relationships, patterns, and trends 

(Palazzi, “The Objects”). 

What strike me in this account are the aspects with which the design team discovered an 

affinity, namely Forsythe’s use of spatial geometry and visual complexity. I am reminded 

once again of Mark Johnson’s The Meaning of the Body. He writes early in his book: “The key to 

my entire argument is that meaning is not just what is consciously entertained in acts of feeling and thought; 

instead, meaning reaches deep down into our corporeal encounter with our environment” [italics 

his](Johnson 25). He follows this thought by asserting that, “Such concepts as curved, twisted, 

diagonal, vertical zig-zag, straight, and circular get their meaning primordially from our bodily 
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postures, our bodily movements, and the logic of those movements. You understand what 

twisted means through your bodily experience of the forceful exertions and kinesthetic 

sensations accompanying the act of twisting yourself or twisting objects” (Johnson 26). What 

he attempts to elucidate is an embodied understanding of spatial and, by extension, visual 

forms. In Chapter 10 of his book, he explores the embodied basis for the meaningfulness of 

the arts. Particularly relevant are his demonstrations of an embodied basis for the 

meaningfulness of visual attributes, such as “images, patterns, qualities, colors, and 

perceptual rhythms” (Johnson 234). Without restating significant portions of Johnson’s 

work, I wish to merely reference it as a theoretical foundation for considering those aspects 

of Forsythe’s choreographic structures with which the design team of Synchronous Objects 

found an affinity as having an embodied basis for their legibility. Johnson goes into detail 

exploring how that which we find meaningful or recognizable visually is so primarily because 

of the physical sensations that it provokes. If we accept this premise that the body, its 

movement, and sensations form the foundation for much of what we find meaningful 

visually, then its seems viable that these factors contributed to the interdisciplinary 

intelligibility of the systems of organization catalogued from OFTr. I speculate, based on 

Johnson’s writings, that although dance as a practice and field of inquiry draws perhaps more 

overtly on these modes of embodied cognition or “physical thinking” that these are ways of 

discovering or creating meaning that pervade our human experience, regardless of discipline 

or field. I believe there to be further substantiation of this speculation in an examination of 

the specific formal qualities of the “synchronous objects” themselves. 

 As mentioned above, the various visualizations presented on the Synchronous 

Objects site illustrate the situation of the data extracted from OFTr in the understanding of 

individuals from across diverse disciplines, including dance, animation, computer science, 
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statistics, geography, and architecture, to name a few. I would like to suggest that although 

these visual re-presentations of this data emerge from disparate fields of inquiry, a potential 

common denominator for the objects are their continued reliance on abstract 

conceptualizations that emerge primarily from sensorimotor experience for their legibility. I 

will not make an exhaustive analysis of all twelve objects and their various “process 

catalogues” (indexes of earlier stages in the generation of the final objects), but simply refer 

to several objects and suggest how their potential to be understood as meaningful depends 

on a dynamic understanding of subject-in-environment. Johnson once again comes to bear 

on this suggestion: “Cognition is an organic, embodied process of enaction in which the 

organism is dynamically engaged with its surroundings and is not separated or alienated from 

them. So, there is no need for inner ideas that could somehow capture what is outer or other 

(the world). We are, instead, in and of the world. The patterns of our engagement are 

sensorimotor patterns, image schemas, conceptual metaphors, and other imaginative 

structures” (Johnson 145). He later adds, ". . . what we call abstract concepts are defined by 

systematic mappings from body-based, sensorimotor source domains onto abstract target 

domains” (Johnson 177), suggesting that what we consider to be abstract thought are in fact 

systems of metaphor depending on previous physical experience for their meaningfulness. 

Consider, for example, the object entitled “Movement Density,” which was created by 

experts in the field of geography using geographic visualization software. This object utilizes 

the spatial data set, illustrating the amount of time the dancers spent in any one location 

throughout the duration of the dance. The data is translated into visualizations of elevation, 

creating a landscape of peaks and valleys, showing where dancers spent the most and least 

amount of time in space, respectively. While this object is a visualization, an imagistic re-

presentation of spatial data, I suggest that its meaningfulness is dependent on an experiential 
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understanding of spatial height and depth, the “heights” drawing on spatial understandings 

of scale or density, the “depths” relying on perceptual experience of spatial depression or 

open space. It is perhaps not even too far-fetched to suggest that this “virtual landscape” 

depends on the viewer’s actual experience of landscape as a subject-in-environment and his 

or her imaginative capacity for projecting him-or-herself into this virtual landscape in order 

for it to become legible. Johnson reminds the reader throughout his book that these 

processes of embodied cognition are sometimes conscious but more often form the 

unconscious foundation for our meaningful experience. Whether or not the viewer actively 

or consciously accesses his or her imaginative capabilities to understand this object, I am 

suggesting that an essential part of its legibility relies on “sensorimotor source domains.” 

 Another object that relies on spatial data derived from the video source is entitled 

“Center Sketch.” Rather than tracing the movement of each individual dancer and 

accumulating form from that data, the “Center Sketch” traces (with color-changing dots) the 

center of all of the dancers’ motion within each frame. In just a cursory examination of the 

object, aspects of spatial understanding are accessed, such as density, sparseness, and 

accumulation of objects in space (if the digital field of the object is taken to suggest a virtual 

space, abstracted from the space in which the dance took place). However, if the object is to 

be understood for more of its complexity, spatial conceptualizations such as midpoints 

between points, axes of motion, or even gravitational centers around which motion of 

bodies occur may be called upon. Without these abstract conceptualizations, each with its 

unique sensorimotor foundation, this object would simply be colored dots appearing on a 

black screen over time. While this would certainly still constitute a visual representation of 

the data that emerged from OFTr, what I am attempting to suggest is that the way in which 
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its relationship to the source material is to be understood depends on these previously 

established embodied understandings of spatial relationship. 

 For a third example, I refer to the object entitled “Furniture System.” It was 

produced in collaboration with the Ohio State University’s Knowlton School of Architecture 

and explores “the possibility of the performative nature of furniture through the lens of 

William Forsythe’s One Flat Thing, reproduced” (Synchronous Object). These furniture objects 

were derived from the “architectural qualities” of the various movement themes in the 

dance. Like the themes themselves, they are capable of being reconfigured, recontextualized, 

and reinhabited by users. While the relationship of this particular object to the data derived 

from OFTr may not be immediately apparent without additional information/explanation, I 

suggest that the visual representation itself depends on spatial understandings of height and 

depth and scale in order to be perceived as models for potential furniture or building blocks 

for larger forms. The visual imagery relies on tropes of representation such a linear 

perspective and shading, both of which appeal to the viewer’s perception of three-

dimensional space. Additional aspects of spatial intelligence emerging from embodied 

experience are drawn upon to conceive of the objects as interactive, interlocking, and 

capable of being reconfigured in space. This draws to mind a passage of Alva Noë’s Action in 

Perception. He writes: “Vision is a mode of exploration of the environment drawing on 

implicit understanding of sensorimoter regularities (O’Regan and Noë, 2001a,b). To model 

vision correctly, then, we must model it not as something that takes place inside the animal’s 

brain, but as something that directly involves not only the brain but also the animate body 

and the world” (Noë 29-30). Consequently, accessing visual understandings of objects in 

space necessitates accessing the viewer’s previous experience as a moving body in 

relationship to the object in space. Because of our ability to move through space and change 
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our orientation to an object, we have the imaginative capability to imagine the full form of 

the object based on our specific visual perception of it from our vantage point. What I hope 

to have established is that there is potential to trace the continuation of the presence of 

embodiment in Synchronous Objects in recognizing that the legibility of the objects 

themselves depend on embodied ways of knowing within the viewer. This dependence on 

embodied ways of knowing within the objects themselves also seems to reiterate the 

possibility that the way in which the data from OFTr was meaningful to each member of the 

design team of Synchronous Objects was essentially embodied, and each object represents 

an opportunity for the viewer to access not only his or her own sensorimotor intelligence 

but also the methods of “physical thinking” unique to each designer. In description of the 

experience of viewing photography Henry Sayre writes, “What the photographer knows for 

having seen, the audience knows. His presence becomes their own. They contemplate with 

his eyes” (Sayre 4). Similarly, the viewer of Synchronous Objects is given access to what and 

how each designer or design team understood the data of OFTr. 

 In addition to tracing the presence of embodiment through the methods of re-

presentation within the objects and the embodied nature of thinking on which they rely for 

their legibility, I would also like to briefly consider the objects as traces of action, signifiers 

of former presence. Henry Sayre writes about the art object as the trace of the artist’s action: 

In a gesture that can be seen as the impetus for the aesthetic developments 

under discussion here, the abstract expressionists recognized that the action 

painting itself was the mere record of the series of moves that was the action 

painting. The “work” as activity was privileged in this way over the “work” as 

product. A museum might well have purchased a Pollock, but it could never 

purchase the action of Pollock painting—the event itself, the real work . . . 
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Art is no longer that thing in which full-fledged aesthetic experience is held 

perpetually present; art no longer transcends history; instead, it admits its 

historicity, its implication in time (Sayre 4). 

It continuing to acknowledge the “handmade” nature of much of the work that produced 

the body of Synchronous Objects, I would like to draw a parallel between Sayre’s discussion 

of the art object as the persistent trace of the artist’s activity and the description of the 

various visual re-presentations within this project as “objects.” Although the “synchronous 

objects” create the opportunity for the data of OFTr to be fixed in a persistent form, they 

themselves might also be considered signifiers of absence, digital traces of the activities by 

which they were produced. Yet even as attention is directed towards the disappearance of 

the actions of the objects’ designers, in doing so the viewer is given the opportunity to once 

again consider the physical presence by which each object was produced. 

 Finally, when analyzing the presence of embodiment in this project I turn my 

attention to the viewer. Sayre discusses the presence of the viewer when he writes about the 

1970s shift of emphasis from the art object to the performative act as art. The object, most 

specifically the photograph, became primarily the documentation of the previous action, the 

museum the depository for relics attesting to previous events. The final line of defense, he 

writes, was the audience. The audience, the viewer, reasserted presence in the work. “The 

audience has the privilege of ignoring the artwork’s contingent status as a kind of 

documentary evidence; in fact, the audience knows first that it is experience art (it has come to 

the museum in order to do so), and the real presence of the one experience (the audience’s) 

masks—and paradoxically depends on—the absence of the other (the artist’s)” (Sayre 4). 

The correlation I would like to draw between Sayre’s commentary on the status of the art 

object and Synchronous Objects is the role of the viewer in the reassertion of presence. 
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While it may seem simplistic, I would like to suggest that the format of Synchronous 

Objects, a web-based platform, is a form of request for embodied viewership. Although it 

exists persistently in digital form, the literal appearance of Synchronous Objects, preceding 

even its perception by the viewer, necessitates embodied action on the part of the user in 

order to be viewed.  

 Beyond the practical necessities of the user’s embodied action for the appearance of 

Synchronous Objects, the content of the project itself depends on embodied ways of 

thinking in order to be fully known and comprehended. These practical concerns along with 

the epistemological requirements of the viewer constitute the continuation of the presence 

of embodiment in the project. The choreographic structures of OFTr and the ways of 

knowing on which they depend began within the bodies of the dancers and choreographer 

of the dance; these structures, along with the embodied ways of knowing by which they were 

recognized, were extracted from the form of the dance itself and translated into data via 

physical processes and ways of thinking; this data was understood and translated by experts 

from various disciplines and fields of inquiry, each continuing to rely of these intrinsically 

embodied foundations for their understanding and the legibility of their visual translations; 

finally, this information finds re-embodiment in the presence and experience of the viewer. 

In considering the experience of the viewer, I refer again to Johnson:  

What philosophers call “subjects” and “objects” (persons and things) are 

abstractions from the interactive process of our experience of a meaningful 

self-in-a-world. It is one of the primary facts of our existence that we are not 

now and never were, either as infants or throughout human history, alienated 

from things, as subjects over against objects. There is no movement without 

the space we move in, the things we move, and the qualities of movement, 
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which are at the same time both the qualities of the world we experience and 

the qualities of ourselves as doers and experiencers (Johnson 20). 

Although the “Synchronous Objects” exist as discrete representations within the digital 

interface of their web-based platform, in the viewer’s experience of them, they are 

reintegrated into the essentially embodied experience of subject. The sage Abhinavagupta 

once wrote, “Nothing perceived is independent of perception, and perception differs not 

from the perceiver; therefore the [perceived] universe is nothing but the perceiver” 

(Shantananda 45). Perception being intrinsically embodied, dependent on the mobile 

capacities and sensorimotor understanding of the subject, in being viewed, perceived, and 

understood, the objects themselves become reintegrated into embodied experience, no 

longer distinguishable from the subject responsible for their perception. 

 In a final thought on the presence of embodiment in Synchronous Objects for One 

Flat Thing, reproduced, I turn my attention once again to the intentions of the project. In 

addition to engaging a wide audience and encouraging interdisciplinary research, a primary 

goal for the project was to “spur creative discovery for specialists and non-specialists alike” 

(Synchronous Objects). This goal has been reiterated multiple times by Norah Zuniga Shaw: 

“We hope our choices, aesthetic and analytic, generate new possibilities for ongoing 

creativity and research, both in the studio and in the lab” (Zuniga Shaw, “The Data”); “We 

think of this launch as just the beginning and our hope is that the project will serve as a 

departure point for new research and creativity . . .” (Zuniga Shaw, “The Blog”). Beyond the 

request for continual re-embodiment of Synchronous Objects implicit in its form and 

content, these statements issue an explicit hope that the work of the project be carried 

further into additional generative explorations of the material. This is a hope for radical 

continued embodiment, beyond the embodiment implicit in viewing and understanding. In 



Morris 20 

my analysis of tracing the presence of embodiment in this project, I conclude that it is not a 

terminating trace but one which began in the dancing body and offers itself as a generative 

opportunity for additional creative activity, be that once more within the dancing body or 

within any other field or discipline. 

 There is a temptation in our present era to consider a “culture of technology” as a 

“culture of disembodiment.” As I hope that I have demonstrated through this analysis, 

embodiment, and the ways of knowing that emerge from our embodied condition, is implicit 

even within this technological age. Within this web-based project, the presence of 

embodiment can be traced from its origins to its open-ended conclusion. In her essay “Being 

There: Heidgegger and the Phenomenon of Presence in Telematic Performance,” discussing 

the relevance of phenomenology and Heigdegger’s concept Da-sein in our technological age, 

Martha Ladly puts forth the following encouragement that I find to be a fitting conclusion 

for this analysis: 

And so now, in these technologically mediated times, there is perhaps the 

risk of non-presence in the world, the loss of Da-sein [literally, “being 

there”]. This is where the phenomenological tradition may continue to have 

usefulness, and meaning. When we are actively constructing the bridge of 

existence, we may suddenly apprehend the enormous nothingness within 

which we are lightly, but perilously, balanced. If we hesitate or loose 

confidence, we may stop believing in the bridge, and so disappear, into the 

abyss. To save ourselves, we must keep going. Throughout our lives we build 

the bridge with our presence, and traverse the abyss, in order to continue 

Being. This is so that we may get on with the great project of 
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communication, with ourselves, and each other, and with the performance of 

our daily recreation of the world (Ladly 148). 
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